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This thesis studies the dynamics of tourist-local interactions on Pulau Tioman.  
Employing the use of ethnographic methodology over a span of 55 days in the field, 
this research explores the attitudes, perceptions and behaviors of tourists and locals as 
they interact on a daily basis in kampong Salang, Air Batang and Juara on Tioman.  
The study adopts Bruner’s (2005) concept of the “touristic borderzone” and Causey’s 
(2003) idea of “utopic space” to conceptualize the space where encounters occur, and 
therefore positions itself to regard all interactions between tourists and locals not as 
fixed relations but as open relations where identities, desires and perspectives are 
constantly being negotiated, contested and interpreted.  It will be examined how the 
local community attempts to control the ‘borderzones’ in order to protect their private 
spaces as well as to maximize their desires from the interactions.  It is discovered that 
this control of the ‘borderzone’ is not unique to encounters that occur near private 
spaces, but also extends to encounters that occur throughout the island suggesting that 
the local community has effectively devised strategies to maximize the benefits from 
tourist encounters and to live with tourism. 
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International tourism is a global phenomenon.  It involves the global exchange 
of people, goods, services, money, power, symbols and ideas (Smith, 1989; Lanfant, 
1995).  It is an industry that thrives on human desires and fantasies, and it is ever 
expanding making new destinations available for the tourist. 
 
Pulau Tioman is one such destination that has in the last three decades, been gradually 
included in this global phenomenon as a tourist destination.  What started out in the 
late 1970s as an ‘off the beaten track’ travel destination for a few, has today matured 
into a full fledged tourist destination with the number of seasonal tourists 
outnumbering the locals on the island.  The concerns for such a reality, of a 
destination ‘over run’ by tourists, is thick in the discourse of tourism impact studies 
(Wall and Mathieson, 2006), as is the role of tourism in the development of tropical 
islands (Lockhart and Drakakis-Smith, 1997; Gossling 2003).  The literature of 
tourism in Malaysia mirrors this larger discourse of tourism as well (Hong, 1985; 
Wong, 1986, 1989; King, 1993).  More recently, the spot light of tourism impacts and 
development has been cast onto the islands of Pulau Langkawi (Amirudin, 1994; 
Kayat, 2001) and Pulau Sipadan (Ghazali, 2003).  Although Pulau Tioman has not yet 
featured prominently in the literature of tourism studies, the issues of tourism and 
development have not eluded the island.  Conservation of the island’s natural features 
against the development of tourist infrastructures, which include a floating airport and 
a huge shopping mall, has dominated public discourse about Tioman (Sia, 2004; 
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Khoo, 2007; Khoo and Naizi, 2008).  The island with its unique flora and fauna is 
also a site of numerous biological, ecological and geological studies.  Pulau Tioman is 
therefore not entirely foreign to the scrutiny of academics, policy makers and the 
public.  However, none of the attention paid to Tioman has been focused on more 
sociological issues, that is giving due attention to the human presence on the island: 
both those living on the island as well as those visiting the island.  This thesis aims to 
fill this void in the literature about Pulau Tioman, by exploring this missing 
sociological dimension. 
 
Studies of tourism in recent decades have gone far beyond earlier studies that 
were interested in looking at the social and cultural “impacts” of tourism on local 
communities. Social impact studies looked at how destination communities were 
changed culturally and economically by tourism, and saw tourism as the agent of 
change, a force that modernized once traditional societies. However, as Robert Wood 
(1989) has argued, communities and culture are not static entities, or stationary 
billiard balls waiting to be set in motion by a cue ball called tourism. Culture is alive; 
it is never static but always evolving, being created, altered, and adapted both from 
within and from without. With or without the role of tourism, destination communities 
will evolve and change. Many changes that occur within a destination community 
stem from the collective biographies of individuals, the community’s history, and the 
intersection of these with larger state and global processes, and very often cannot be 
attributed to tourism alone. 
   
Many studies of tourism in recent years have sought, as Wood, or the 
anthropologist Michel Picard, who has done a long term study of Bali, to “understand 
 4
the actual cultural implications of the ‘touristification of societies’ (Picard, 1996:8)”. 
In this way it is recognized that local communities have “agency”, they make 
decisions about what they want to do with their lives, both culturally and socially, 
against the background of tourism; the destination inhabitants are not, therefore 
passive recipients, but active players within the dynamics of tourism.  Secondly, it 
takes into account emerging cultural forms not as one dimensional consequences of 
tourist “impacts” but rather changes that evolve and occur within a complex web of 
interactions and larger global forces. There has also been a recognition that tourism is 
“not just an aggregate of merely commercial activities; it is also an ideological 
framing of history, nature and traditions” (MacCannell 1992:1). As an “ideological 
framing” tourism becomes, MacCannell argues, a “primary ground for the production 
of new cultural forms on a global base” (ibid). These new cultural forms arise out of 
older cultural forms that are of interest to tourists, such as shrines, monuments, 
handicrafts, art and rituals. But tourism is not simply about the changes that have 
taken place in tangible culture, it is also about a meeting of people of different 
cultures. As Hazel Tucker, who did a long term study of people living with tourism in 
Turkey has said, tourism communities become meeting places, “of different sets of 
people….. and their desires, intentions and practices” (2003:1), where “new cultural 
forms and choices…. arise out of such meetings” (ibid). I am specifically concerned 
with these interaction of locals and tourists, and the experiences, choices, practices 
and social significance that emerge from such encounters; I argue that these are also 
some of these “new cultural forms” that emerge from tourism, not only the actual 
“cultural products”, such as handicrafts, art or ritual. 
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Given the fact that on Tioman, the local community depends on tourism, that 
tourists outnumber locals in their own home, and that coming in contact with tourists 
is an everyday occurrence for the local people, this thesis aims to study how Tioman’s 
local community, similarly to Tucker’s study of Turkey, or Picard’s study of Bali, 
essentially, lives with tourism.  It is a practical endeavor given the social realities of 
the island’s inhabitants, and the increasing attention paid to the proliferating number 
of transformations of culture taking place in the current state of globalization 
(Bauman, 1998).  The analysis of how Tioman’s local community lives with tourism 
is also about the ways in which the local community has made tourism work for them.  
It is not only about them tolerating or coping with tourism, but living, and growing 
with tourism.  This thesis therefore suggests that tourism is not a bad thing for the 
people of Pulau Tioman because they have devised ways (“new cultural forms”) to 
control the tourists (in what I will refer to as the touristic “borderzones”) in order to 
harness the potential of tourism and at the same time, they have kept any undesirable 
features of tourism under control.  The local community controls the meeting places 
of tourism and benefits from tourism through the use of stereotypes, rules, 
punishments, strategic hospitality and non-service.  The heart of this thesis is about a 
local community’s unique victory in tapping the profitability of tourism while keeping 
tourists under firm control in their home island.             
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1.1 Structure of Thesis 
 
Following this chapter, a discussion on the frameworks reviewed and selected 
for this study ensues.  Chapter 2, “Theoretical Frameworks” reviews how the meeting 
places and interactions between tourists and locals can be conceptualized.  I recognize 
here that there exist many perspectives about making sense of the encounters, and 
argue that to rely on one single theory is to produce a work that fails to reflect the vast 
realities and variations inherent within the tourism phenomenon.  Instead, I argue for 
a broader perspective of the tourist-local interactions, and rely on the conceptual ideas 
of the “empty meeting grounds” (MacCannell (1992), “touristic borderzones” 
(Bruner, 2005) and “utopic spaces” (Causey, 2003) to make sense of the meeting 
place or “space” where encounters occur, and to understand the “new cultural forms” 
that emerge from the interactions.  I also acknowledge that because these spaces are 
open to interpretation, misinterpretation and miscommunication are bound to occur.  
Therefore in order to ensure that conflicts do not spill over to the private spaces of 
locals, I posit that locals attempt to take control of these “borderzones” through a 
series of rules and disciplinary action. 
 
Chapter 3, “Research Methodology”, details and documents the mental 
processes leading up to the actual research, the research methods chosen and their 
utility, the issues faced whilst doing field work, and the concerns with managing the 
data.  I trace the evolution of my cognitive and data collection procedures as my 
known identity shifted from ‘tourist’ to ‘tourist-student-researcher’ in the field.  Site 
selection and the task of conceptually defining the tourists as “new tourists” 
(Mowforth and Munt, 2003) feature prominently in this chapter, as well as an 
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awareness of the ethical issues involved with the ethnographical mode of inquiry 
primarily adopted in this research. 
 
 Chapter 4, “Background”, provides an overview of Pulau Tioman.  This 
chapter relies on secondary sources and ethnographical fieldwork to provide a 
chronological appreciation of the island’s history till the present day.  In researching 
for this thesis, I discovered that there was a lack of materials documenting any form 
of social activity on the island.  This chapter therefore attempts to provide readers 
unfamiliar with the island, adequate information from which to understand how 
historical and contemporary issues shaped the island, and how Tioman developed 
from a relatively isolated island with a closed community to a popular tourist 
destination with an opened community.        
 
 Chapter 5, “New Tourists”, presents ethnographical data on the tourists 
visiting Tioman.  It demonstrates the diversity of tourist arrivals to the island, as well 
as shows that such heterogeneity can be empirically and conceptually understood as 
two distinct groups.  Those arriving to kampongs Salang, Air Batang and Juara, were 
conceptualized as “new tourists” while those arriving to Genting, Paya and Tekek 
were left known as “tourists” (Mowforth and Munt, 2003).  This chapter cautions that 
understanding tourist-local interactions in this research requires the appreciation that 
the tourists involved are not all the same, and that a conceptual definition allows one 




 In Chapter 6, the discussion of “Tourist-Local Interaction” gets underway with 
an analysis of interactions observed at the Chalets & Restaurants.  After establishing 
the various problems faced in these “borderzones” located close to private spaces, this 
chapter explores how locals attempt to protect their private spaces as well as their way 
of life by establishing control over the “borderzones”.  They achieve control through 
various means that include imposing stereotypes to categorize the tourists in order to 
better manage them, putting in place a rule of ‘mutual respect’ to order and govern all 
interactions and activities on the island, and punishing tourists who flout the rule.  
However tourists do not always accept these terms.  This chapter then looks at how 
tourists and locals contest for control of the “borderzones” and the control over each 
other, both trying to impose their own desires on to the other.  The chapter closes with 
an explanation about the contextual conditions of Tioman that foster the communal 
unity used by the locals to retain control over the “borderzones” and the tourists.   
 
In Chapter 7, Tourist-Local Interactions at the Jetties, Beaches & Bars are 
explored.  In these places also called outer-region “borderzones” because they are 
“borderzones” located further away from the primary “borderzones” (chalets & 
restaurants), control of space and of interactions is less in the hands of the locals.  As 
tourists and locals are simultaneously engaged in play, they contest equally for control 
of space and control over the other.  This equal contestation results in tourists winning 
control over some interactions at the jetties and beaches while the locals have control 
over other interactions at the beaches.  The only outer-region “borderzone” with some 
sort of equal distribution of control between tourists and locals is the beach bar, where 


















2.1 Tourism:  A Meeting Place 
 
The study of interaction between tourists and locals is a field well undertaken 
in tourism studies.  A recurrent theme at the heart of the discussions on interactions is 
the ‘space’ where interactions take place.  This space was characterized by Dean 
MacCannell as an “empty meeting ground”, in order to underscore the 
miscommunications and misinterpretations that often took place there. However as 
MacCannell argued, “it is not really empty…[i]t is vibrant with people and potential 
and tense with repression” (1992:2).  By this I understand that there is a great deal of 
tension between what he refers to as the emerging “cultural subjects” that interact on 
this meeting ground.  This tension exists, because as Tucker conceptualized, the 
meeting is not only of people, but of “their desires, intentions and practices” (Tucker, 
2003:1).  While it is certain that this particular ‘space’ is the meeting ground between 
people with different cultural baggage, and between people who are ‘insiders’ and 
‘outsiders’, whatever is conceived from this meeting however depends largely upon 
what we make this ‘space’ out to be.  One way of conceiving of this space is as a  
“contact zone”  following Mary Louise Pratt (1992:6), who described contact zones as 
“social spaces where cultures meet, clash, and grapple with each other, often in 
contexts of highly asymmetrical relations of power, such as colonialism, slavery, or 
their aftermaths” (1991:34).  Hence these are “space [s] of colonial encounters” where 
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relations that develop between actors are usually characterized by “coercion, racial 
inequality, and intractable conflict” (1992:6).  Hers is a critical view of these inter-
cultural spaces, one that is ultimately steeped in structural and historical peculiarities 
of pre-assigned ethnic and cultural traits fixed in tradition.  On the other hand, Renato 
Rosaldo (1989:208) argues against such rigid structuring of relations and 
consequences of these encounters in ‘space’.  He proposes a more egalitarian set of 
relations, one that is not fixed in tradition, but instead loosely based on constant 
communication, exchanges, negotiations, and redefinitions that result in a “creative 
cultural production”.   
 
Like Pratt and Rosaldo, many authors have concerned themselves with these 
inter-cultural meeting spaces, each taking their own position on the dynamics of this 
space of contact.  From the existing literature on tourism, I have come to accept that 
this space within the context of tourism is a unique space with peculiar features.  
Firstly, it is a space characterized by opposing realities, where the tourists are 
temporal but the locals permanent, and the tourists are at play but the locals are at 
work (Crick, 1989).  Secondly, it is a zone filled with contestations, where tourists in 
search of the “authentic” and the “primitive” are often met instead with “staged 
authenticity” and resistance to the primitive stereotypes (MacCannell, 1973, 1976; 
Urry, 1990).  Thirdly, it is also a site of cultural creativity and creation, as authors like 
Picard (1996:8) and Selwyn (2001) have demonstrated through the “touristification of 
societies” and the “aestheticization process”, where each in their own right recognizes 
the innovation and emergence of new cultural traits from the encounters and desires 
of tourists and locals.  I accept that these features collectively make up the dynamics 
of the interaction that takes place within the space created by tourism.  The 
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shortcoming of relying on just a single perspective to view this space is to run the risk 
of producing research that is too narrow and detached from the larger processes of 
tourism and global issues.  While I recognize that such focused studies do contribute 
to generating new ideas and in-depth understanding, my broad theoretical undertaking 
aims to overcome and replace a definitive approach with one that is more holistic and 
reflective of what I perceive this ‘space’ to be.  Hence I prefer to accept with 
MacCannell, that the space of tourism is “vibrant with people and potential” (1992:2), 
and a site that breeds new subjectivities and consciousnesses.  This approach 
recognizes the complexities and flexibilities of the encounters, and heeds the advice 
of V. L. Smith (1977:6) who warns that “the great complexity of tourist motivations 
and expectations and the diversity of cultural responses to tourist arrivals” makes it 
impossible to rely on a (limited) single framework from which to follow and 
understand tourism adequately. 
 
In conceiving of this space so broadly, I refer to Bruner’s paper “Tourism in 
the Balinese Borderzone” (2005, originally published 1996).  In it, Bruner refers to 
such a touristic space as the “touristic borderzone”, a distinct meeting place between 
tourists who come from the comforts of their hotels and locals who leave their homes 
to meet the tourists.  This meeting place is an actual place, often created specifically 
for the purpose of the encounter. Both tourists and locals move in and out of this 
space, but Bruner brings to our attention the fact that the perceptions of the two 
groups are different; tourists go there for leisure, while natives go for work 
(2005:192).  It is therefore structured in terms of time and space, as well as in role 
expectations and behavior. Bruner likens the borderzone to an empty stage waiting for 
performance time, where tourists fill the roles of audience and the locals play the roles 
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of performers (2005:192).  When they each fulfill their roles adequately, the 
performance goes on smoothly.  However because performers sometimes forget their 
lines and audiences sometimes do not understand the performance, what happens on 
stage and the outcome of the performance is always unpredictable.  There is the 
potential for improvisation on the part of performers and for the show to go on, but 
there is also the chance that the audiences reject the performance and the show grinds 
unhappily to a halt.  Thus, “all parties will gain to the extent that each plays its proper 
collaborative role” (2005:18).  Bruner emphasizes that the roles and expectations of 
each are not fixed since tourists and locals are not passive individuals in tourism but 
active agents in the touristic drama.  By playing their “collaborative roles”, both 
locals and tourists take into account the other, and are constantly engaged in 
negotiating, contesting, responding and evolving in the ways they interact.  The 
borderzone is therefore a space where activities and interactions are constantly 
reshaped, reinterpreted, repackaged and re-represented.  This happens to be how I 
conceive of tourism, a phenomenon that involves constant exchanges and active 
creation (by industry players and locals), and in the process new destinations, 
activities and types of travel are born. 
   
The theoretical convergence of my understanding of this ‘space’ and Bruner’s 
“borderzone” stems from our agreement that individual actors are active selectors of 
courses of action (Bruner, 2005:9).  I agree with Bruner that even though certain 
structures are in place to guide behaviors and courses of action, individuals are still 
free to choose and to some extent have the ability to reshape the structures.  This 
perspective reflects the realities of tourism.  On the performance stage Bruner posits, 
tourists visit local restaurants to eat, while the locals go there to cook and serve the 
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tourists.  While each is playing the familiar role of customer and waiter, the process of 
interaction from ordering to footing the bill is opened to interpretation and free play.  
There can be language miscommunication between the two, the tourists might attempt 
to order something not on the menu or may try to bargain, or reject the food because it 
is too spicy.  The possible scenarios of interaction are unquantifiable, and this is 
because tourists and locals actively construct their courses of action in relation to one 
another. 
 
 Another author who shares this opinion of tourists and locals as active players 
in tourism is Andrew Causey.  Like Bruner, Causey (2003) conceptualizes the 
meeting place of tourists and locals as an interactive, dynamic space, for Causey the 
emphasis is on how the parties attempt to redefine themselves and the other.  Causey 
adopts Louis Marin’s term, “utopic” (Marin, 1984), to describe this touristic meeting 
space, as a neutral gap between the “regulated world of perceived reality and the 
world of pure fantasy” (Causey, 2003:27).  According to Causey, the space is “utopic” 
not because conditions are perfect, as the word “utopia” suggests, but rather because it 
is an in-between space, that allows individuals the opportunity to playfully explore 
and reshape boundaries into something more ideal and closer to fantasy than the 
current regulated reality that is deemed un-utopic.  The idea of the “utopic” space as 
an in-between space, specifically denotes the “touristic place” (2003:26-28) which 
Causey explains as a place that is simultaneously home, common, and familiar to the 
locals while not-home, exotic and strange to tourists.  He therefore recognizes that 
“utopic” spaces are as varied as any geographical spaces found within tourist 
destinations that embody the meetings of the tourist and the local.  Yet on another 
level, Causey also notices that such spaces are in-between precisely because they are 
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usually physical spaces located away from both the tourist’s and the local’s actual 
homes.  For the tourists in a new destination, home is most often far away.  For the 
locals, home is a sanctuary they keep away from the tourists.  Hence the meeting of 
the two is carried out in the space in-between, away from both their homes, usually in 
a neutral space.  In Causey’s view as it is in Bruner’s, such spaces include hotels, 
markets and tourist sights amongst limitless possibilities.  Because this “utopic” space 
is located away from both their homes, the cultural rules and mores that once 
governed locals and tourists are suspended, leaving them free to explore and act in 
ways that are often counter to the dominant ideologies back home.  All parties are 
therefore said to “playfully engage with the extremes found between reality and 
unrealizable desire” (2003:167).  Within this “utopic” space, tourists spin variations 
of their identities, make bold claims and act in ways they might otherwise only think 
about back home.  Locals also explore the boundaries by acting like experts on local 
culture, even if they are not, or playing with behaviors very different than the norm.  
Tourists and locals, therefore, have equal autonomy in the “utopic” space to negotiate 
identities and meanings, and previous scripts that normally dictate action and meaning 
become temporarily suspended and are replaced by improvisation and creativity. 
    
 Although I want to capture this idea of play and innovation, underscored by 
Causey in his discussion of the “utopic spaces” of tourism in Sumatran marketplaces, 
the sense of “utopic”, as an “in-between”, highly desired and fanciful, place, is 
perhaps too charged with positive meanings to be entirely appropriate for the touristic 
meeting places of Tioman.  As I will show in my discussions in chapter 6 and 7, 
tourists and locals, though both expressing desires in the spaces of Tioman, are often 
doing so at the expense of the other, not so much because of the presence of the other. 
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Similarly as a “contact zone”, the idea of asymmetry and power, often in the hands of 
the outsiders, does not always express the dynamics of the Tioman touristic spaces 
that I have experienced.  Hence, although some aspects of the “utopic” and the 
“contact zone” are useful for my analysis, I find the idea of the “borderzone”, posited 
by Bruner as a place of “creative cultural production”, and a “festive liberated zone” 
(Bruner 2005:193), to be the most appropriate term to use to describe this space 
throughout my thesis.  As Bruner suggests, not all interactions go on without conflict 
in this space, so these touristic borderzones are also “sites of struggles” (ibid).  With 
its nature of being a space that encourages exploration and boundary testing, these 
negotiations and contestations sometimes unfold acrimoniously rather than 
harmoniously.       
 
2.2 Controlling the ‘space’ 
 
In recognizing the agency of actors in this space, we must assume that because 
actors can explore identities and behaviors, there is the chance that some may go 
overboard with their experiments and offend others.  Already, the cross cultural 
encounter is inherently fraught with the potential for miscommunication.  The space 
although neutral, can therefore be stressful to one when overexposed.  Tourists faced 
with this predicament can seek solace in their exclusive hotels, while locals can return 
to their homes.  However, this solution is not always effective especially for the 
locals.  While tourists have paid for spaces that are primarily or exclusively theirs 
(like hotel rooms, lobbies, restaurants), locals may sometimes experience the “tourist 
gaze” (Urry, 1990) trailing them home.  This is especially true for community tourism 
and island tourism, where the “borderzones” are often not located far away from the 
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private spaces of locals.  The geographical realities of islands like Pulau Tioman, with 
limited flat habitable land inevitably mean that the living space of the local 
community coincides with the concentration of tourist activities.  For many who 
established restaurants and tourist accommodations on existing family land, this 
means that the “borderzone” is just a stone’s throw away from their home.  In some 
other cases, the boundaries of the “borderzones” (which are public spaces) and the 
locals’ private spaces, are so closely located that it is difficult to distinguish where 
one ends and the other begins.  In order to get off the performance stage and 
temporarily evade the tourist gaze, locals must therefore create an “inside” space, 
define it as “private” and “theirs only”, and prevent tourists from penetrating or even 
finding this space (Causey, 2003:167-175).   
 
 One way to create this “inside” space is to stage authenticity.  MacCannell 
(1973) writes about staging authenticity as a means of creating a new kind of social 
space specifically for the tourist.  Rather than allow tourists into the “back” regions 
where authentic “real life” occurs, locals create a false back region in an attempt to 
satisfy the tourists and stop them in their tracks from invading further into the private 
domains of locals.  He goes on to explain the staging attempt of the locals by 
developing a continuum of six stages that are like “poles linked by a series of front 
regions decorated to appear as back regions, and back regions set up to accommodate 
outsiders” (1976:105).  The tourists’ quest for authenticity is to move from the front 
to the back stages where they perceive authenticity to be.  According to MacCannell, 
the quest for authenticity is futile because what tourists finally perceive as authentic is 
in fact just another one of the staged back regions.  By staging authenticity, the locals 
therefore manage to retain firm control over their most intimate spaces. 
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 MacCannell’s theory however is not universal in its application to all 
destinations.  On the one hand, his assumption of the tourist’s quest for authenticity is 
primarily a cultural one.  For the tourists who visit a destination for its natural 
environment, their interactions with locals are merely incidental.  They do not actively 
seek out the authentic private lives of the local community.  On the other hand, the 
idea of staged authenticity implies that the ways in which locals interact with tourists 
are ‘fake’ and not ‘real’, much like how some locals in other destinations might put on 
traditional clothing over their jeans and tee shirts to sell things to tourists.  For these 
two reasons, MacCannell’s theory of tourists and staged authenticity cannot be used 
to understand how locals protect and guard their private spaces on Pulau Tioman.  
Tourists mostly visit the island to enjoy its natural assets and the locals do not seem to 
fit themselves into traditional and simplistic typecast.  Many instead negotiate tourist 
spaces in jeans, surf shorts, tee shirts, sunglasses rather than their traditional sarongs, 
and are equipped with the latest mobile phones, PSPs and Nintendo Gameboys.  
There is practically no visible display of any effort to conceal who they really are; 
what you see is really what you get.  This lack of staging is not unique to Tioman’s 
local community, and by no means does its absence mean a lack of knowledge of how 
to do so.  The truth in the matter is, there is simply not enough physical room for 
buffering or “staging authenticity” or even to “hide” their private lives away from 
tourists.  For Pulau Tioman and other small island communities whose meeting 
grounds or “borderzones” are located so near private spaces (literally at the front 
porch of someone’s home), hiding the “inside” space from tourists is therefore not a 
feasible option.  This has clearly been accepted by many locals who simply partition 
their private spaces from public spaces with a flimsy curtain door.  Instead, locals 
must clearly define the boundaries of meeting grounds and private spaces, take active 
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steps to make known what those boundaries are, control access and enforce boundary 
discipline to those who trespass. They must actively exercise control over the 
“borderzones” that have been created at the very edge of their own private spaces.        
 
 Therefore like a Vanguard army, the locals must move forward into the 
“borderzones” where they meet with and contest the foreign invaders.  Because this 
space is neutral, rules and expectations of the locals within this space can and must be 
laid down with the expectation of tourists.  This does not turn convert the neutral 
meeting ground into an “advantage site” for the locals (Causey, 2003:174), but rather 
gives them some form of control over how the battle of identities and desires will 
unfold.  More importantly, the rules and system of punishment will serve to 
demarcate clearly the boundary limits of the meeting ground and the private space.  
By preemptively moving into and establishing control of the “borderzone”, the locals 
can successfully and forcibly create a buffer zone to protect their “inside” space.  
 
 
2.3 The Approach of this Thesis 
 
My approach to studying how Tioman’s local community lives with tourism, 
adopts the concepts of the “borderzone” (Bruner, 2005) and “utopic” space (Causey, 
2003) to conceive of how the meetings of locals and tourists play out.  I take it that 
tourist-local encounters occur freely and are constantly being negotiated and 
contested, producing “new cultural forms” in the process.  My use of this idea of 
“new cultural forms”, as stated earlier, is not meant to refer to actual cultural 
innovations such as artifacts or rituals produced for tourists, but instead a particular 
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style of interaction, which is cultivated on the part of the Tioman community in a 
collective manner, to deal with the constant presence of tourists in their midst.  In 
order to keep such unbounded interactions in check and to provide for an “inside” 
space of which locals can take themselves off display and rest in, I conceptualize that 
locals develop rules and expectations within the spaces of interaction so as to define 
clearly the boundary limits of each space.  This strategy to control the meeting ground 
is itself a new cultural form that has emerged from the interaction between tourists 
and locals.  Tioman’s local community therefore actively interacts with the constant 
flow of tourists attempting to control each one of them as they pass through, so as to 
reap the maximum benefits of tourism and yet protect their private spaces of which 

















 The subject matter of this study is the interaction between tourists and locals, 
and the aims of the research are to capture and portray the everyday experiences of 
these individuals.  As such, an ethnographic approach was selected as the approach 
most suited for this purpose.  The methodology associated with this emerged from the 
field of anthropology, primarily from the classical tradition forged by Bronislaw 
Malinowski, Robert Park and Franz Boas (Jacob, 1987; Kirk & Miller, 1986).  My 
primary reason for selecting this approach as the design for data collection is its 
ability at achieving a holistic picture of the subject of study within its natural 
environment.  In line with the ethnographic approach, field observation, participant-
observation and interviews were used at various junctures of the research to collect 
data. 
 
 The other consideration before the qualitative inquiry could get underway was 
the selection of field sites.  Due to the vastness of Pulau Tioman, I chose to limit my 
observations only to kampong Juara, kampong Air Batang and kampong Salang (see 
Picture 1., pg 30).  These were selected from a total of nine villages because I 
perceived these to have the greatest degree of local participation, where shops and 
establishments are still largely locally and independently owned compared to the 
‘resort-tized’ characteristics of establishments found elsewhere on the island.  
Furthermore, unlike locally run operations, resort staff are trained and hence 
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constrained in the manner with which they interact with tourists.  Some of them are 
also more accurately sojourners, rather than locals who regard the island as their 
home.  Since the objective of this study was to understand the attitudes of locals 
towards tourists and tourists towards locals, and how these played out in encounters, 
the more localized kampongs were the appropriate choices. 
 
After identifying the villages, I needed to locate exact locations that could 
allow me as the researcher to observe holistically the interaction between tourists and 
locals.  Theoretically, five sites stood out as suitable observation grounds.  These sites 
were meeting grounds or ‘spaces’, “borderzones” (Bruner, 2005) and “utopic” spaces 
(Causey, 2003) in the sense that tourists and locals interacted freely with one another 
bounded weakly by the dominant ideologies of home.  The sites were also “neutral” 
spaces advantageous to neither group, and approached by each from different 
perspectives.  Two of these sites, the local chalets and restaurants, were particularly 
suitable for gaining insights as to how locals attempted to control the “borderzone” in 
order to protect their privacy.  The sites were often extensions of homes thus creating 
the “borderzone right next to the private space.  Observing how locals and tourists 
interacted in these places therefore gave me the chance to witness how the 
contestation of control over the other was negotiated.  Empirically, these sites were 
also highly suited as data collection sites for a variety of practical reasons.  Firstly, a 
high frequency of tourist-local interaction was guaranteed within these sites given that 
the demand and supply of food and lodging forms the basis of the tourism industry on 
Tioman.  Secondly, they were sites that were oriented towards meeting and 
accommodating tourists, thus allowing me as a tourist-researcher the chance to enter, 
integrate, interact, and exit without disrupting the natural processes that occurred 
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within the compounds.  Thirdly, there were no gatekeepers to the sites.  My lingering 
presence over a span of 55 days in the field provided me with the opportunity to 
establish a degree of familiarity with the locals who worked there, and in doing so 
served to facilitate the conduct of interviews that were to take place later into the 
research.  Lastly, my own ethical consideration as a researcher (of tourism studies 
especially), compelled me to devise ways in which I could “reciprocate” and “give 
back” to the community from which I was studying and benefiting.  Planting myself 
at the various chalets and restaurants and deliberately apportioning a part of my 
research fund to the consumption of essentials found locally, was one of my ways of 
giving back to the community as well as putting into practice the good travel habits 
highlighted in the tourism literature. 
 
 The village jetties, beaches and bars were the other three sites selected for 
field work.  Apart from sharing similar empirical and practical reasons as the previous 
two sites, these three sites held an important theoretical significance.  While I posited 
that the observations at the chalets and restaurants revealed interactions where locals 
attempted to assert control over tourists for the sake of protecting their private space, 
interactions at the jetties, beaches and bars would instead be characterized by less 
assertion and more freedom given that these locations were generally a safer distance 
away from private spaces.  Interactions at these three sites would thus be more 
“utopic” in the sense that locals interacted with tourists without a distinct need to be 
in control of them since they were located far from their private spaces.  The 
interactions at the three sites therefore provide comparative data to the interactions at 
the chalets and restaurants, revealing whether local attitudes towards tourists changed 
as they interacted further away from their private spaces.  
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 With my field sites theoretically and empirically grounded, I had to decide on 
whom exactly to observe and what to record as data.  This was the first main problem 
I faced, because who and what was considered a tourist was conceptually problematic 
(Cohen, 1988; Brent and Adair, 2004:6-8; Delphy, 1997 cited in Hudson, 2003:2-3).  
In order to arrive at some form of conceptual consensus where the pursuit of 
comparative and processual research can follow (Cohen, 1979b; Mathieson and Wall, 
2006), I rely upon Mowforth and Munt’s (2003:124-128) concept of the “new tourist” 
to define the tourists in this research.  “New tourists”, they say, include tourists who 
engage in ‘individual’ travel as a means of differentiating themselves from the social 
class factions aboave and below them (2003:122-24).  There are several reasons why I 
chose to utilize Mowforth and Munt’s concept.  Firstly, there were empirical 
similarities between tourists observed in this research and “new tourists”.  As I 
observed, tourists visiting the three kampong sites were what you would call 
backpackers, eco-tourists and trekkers who typically engaged in an individualized 
form of travel as a means to differentiate themselves from the masses.  They 
considered their travels ‘alternative’ rather than ‘mainstream’ and had come to 
Tioman precisely because it was thought of as an alternative destination as opposed to 
more touristy islands like Pulau Redang or Pulau Langkawi, and had chosen to settle 
in these three kampongs instead of the others for the same reason.  They were also 
observed to travel in small groups and were more interested in experiencing what the 
island and villages had to offer than to busy themselves photographing everything.  
Secondly, Mowforth and Munt’s “new tourists” goes beyond the ‘traveler-tourist 
distinction’ debate that has underwritten much of the discourse on “the tourist” by 
noting that these people are actually individuals attempting to construct an identity as 
“alternative tourists” whether or not that means they are “travelers”, through the 
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“pursuit of difference, diversity and distinction” (Smith, 1987).  This definition rejects 
the over-exaggerated opposition of tourists and travelers, and instead recognizes the 
“new tourists” as individuals seeking travel experiences so as to increase their own 
cultural capital.  This idea is central in this thesis, which is not concerned about the 
tourist-traveler differentiation but the tourist as an individual who carries his or her 
cultural baggage into an interaction with the locals.  Therefore, by concerning myself 
with cross cultural encounters, I confined my observations to encounters between 
international tourists and locals. 
 
My methods of collecting data varied according to the roles I played in this 
study.  Before I made known my intention to study the locals and their life with 
tourism on Tioman, I worked as a dive guide for a Singapore based dive company, 
leading groups of scuba divers to Tioman over the weekends.  This weekend routine 
started in 2006, and the experience provided me with the basic orientation of the 
island as well as knowledge about the contemporary issues required to begin this 
research.  When the research got underway, I played the role of the tourist.  This 
allowed me to observe, and even participate in the field without fear of disrupting any 
natural processes.  I interacted with tourists and locals, sat in local restaurants and 
ordered meals, participated in a beach clean up organized by a local dive center, 
learned to fish by the jetty, sun tanned on the beach and visited the beach bars nightly.  
Through all these, I was consciously taking note of what was going on within these 
places, of how the tourists and locals interacted, what they said to each other, and 
what they talked about within their own groups.  The narratives and observations were 
revealing and whenever I could, I jotted down descriptive notes, demographic 
information, and reflective notes either discreetly as the events unfolded or after.  The 
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notes were always short, and scribbled into the blank pages of a mock Dive Log Book 
so as to make it seem that I was reflecting on my dive and writing about it (this is a 
common practice among the many scuba divers on Tioman).  As soon as I left the site, 
I transferred all my field notes into a data book, and furnished it with whatever details 
I could recall.  Neither of the books was ever shown to anyone.   
 
Many weeks into the research, I finally revealed myself to tourists and locals 
as a student keenly interested in writing about the tourist-local experiences on 
Tioman.  I was fortunate that my confession was not ill taken.  Initially, I had been 
worried that this would mean a change in their regard towards me, making them 
actively conscious in the way they went about their daily activities in my presence.  
However such a confession was nevertheless necessary for ethical purposes as well as 
to obtain in detail the data I needed (Neuman, 2003:396-398).  Upon hearing my 
purpose on the island, both tourists and locals found it intriguing that I was pursuing 
such an endeavor on Tioman, and once I had clarified my position as a student 
researching for his degree and not some official working for the government, many 
locals even offered to help me (which made me ponder their distrust for people 
working for state agencies).   
 
I account for my confession being well received due to the facts that I had 
projected myself clearly as a student with no political agenda, and that my continuous 
presence had already bred a degree of familiarity.  My identity as a tourist-student-
researcher had several advantages.  For one, I no longer had to struggle to take notes 
discreetly.  This position also legitimized following up on casual interactions with 
specific questions, and then formally with guided interviews.  While data collection 
 28
included many casual encounters, six guided in-depth interviews were carried out 
with local adults (above 18 years of age), and conducted in venues and at times of 
their preferences.  These informants were selected because they held different jobs, 
thus providing me with a range of exposures and interactions with tourists.  The 
interviews began with an introduction of the research followed immediately with 
consent seeking.  They were conducted primarily in English and where difficulties of 
expressions arose, we referred to the English-Malay dictionary I brought on site.  The 
interviews were recorded and transcribed, and were particularly useful for myself as a 
researcher to clarify interaction scenarios I did not fully understand, to learn about 
local culture and history, to explore local perceptions of tourists, as well as to give the 
locals a chance to voice out any doubts they still had about my intentions.  One of the 
local informants for instance, harbored suspicions about me once he found out I was 
ethnically Chinese and not Japanese.  He had spotted me with a tattoo, and feared that 
I was linked to a Chinese secret society on the mainland.  During our first interview, 
he clarified this with me, and I assured him that I was an academic with no other 
intentions than to understand tourism on the island and to write a thesis about it.  This 
individual later became my greatest source of local knowledge and information. 
    
  As a declared researcher, I openly utilized a set of questionnaires to better 
capture the demographics of tourists arriving to Tioman.  I recognized that the use of 
questionnaires was not part of the ethnographic tradition that I had set out to follow, 
but rather than view this quantitative methodology as clashing with my qualitative 
approach, I acknowledged the strength of having the questionnaires supplement my 
qualitative findings in the manner of a “triangulation of methods” to provide for a 
fuller and more comprehensive study (Neuman, 2003:139).  My ethnographic 
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methods allowed me to understand the attitudes and orientations of the tourists who 
participated in this research, while the questionnaires provided me with a useful 
overview of all tourists visiting the island.  This overview was especially useful in 
conceptualizing the tourists as “new tourists” in this research, differentiating those 
who had arrived to the three kampongs from the others who visited the other more 
resortized villages.  Hence, a total of 106 questionnaires were indiscriminately 
distributed to tourists at Tanjung Gemut Jetty (on the mainland), on four occasions 
differentiated by the week and by the day (ie. Week1-Monday, Week2-Wednesday, 
Week3-Friday, Week4-Saturday).  The reason for such differentiation was the attempt 
to capture as varied a sample of tourist, not for the purpose of generalizing the 
average tourist to Tioman, but more so to give an insight to the diversity of tourists 
visiting the island.  The data from the questionnaires were subsequently collated and 
represented in tables (found in the Appendix), and used to inform the data I collected 
through my own field encounters with tourists.      
 
 Apart from ethnographic field work, secondary sources were also relied upon 
for data.  However with the extremely limited numbers of published works related to 
my study on Tioman, the bulk of my secondary sources came from the internet.  
These included reports, articles and discussions found on the internet.  I relied heavily 
upon these sources to piece together the history and contemporary issues surrounding 
the island, making it possible firstly to appreciate how history had played a role in 
shaping the island and its inhabitants, and secondly to understand the issues and 
problems the island is facing today as well as in the future.  This data also equipped 
me with a degree of verstehen  from which I was not only better able to craft my 
research questions, but projected me as someone keenly aware and interested in their 
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issues and troubles.  This was advantageous because it made the locals feel that I was 
empathetic, thus more comfortable with opening themselves up with their stories and 
grievances.   
 
 Once I felt I had collected enough data from the field and other secondary 
sources, I worked on sorting out the data.  Data sorting and organization were kept 
within the sites of their collection.  Since the aims of this thesis included 
understanding how the local community negotiated control in the “borderzones” 
situated close to private spaces, keeping the data organized according to sites allowed 
for a comparative analysis between the sites.  This made it possible not only for 
common themes to emerge, but also for differences to be analyzed contextually. 
 
Finally, with my data rearranged and analyzed, I returned to the field on a 
number of short trips to present my findings, check for accuracy and validity, seek 
clarification, clear doubts, and also to seek approval from the locals to submit what I 
had written.  Having the locals approve of the study was critical because it carried 
their views and perspectives.  Unlike the mobile jet setting tourists, the locals are 
more permanent on Tioman, and the knowledge of any contradictory views from them 
might jeopardize their well being on the island even though measures had been taken 
on my part to keep their identities confidential.   
 
Today, even after I have completed my study of tourist-local interaction on 
Pulau Tioman, I continue to visit the island for recreational purposes, keeping up with 
the familiarities and friendships I have had the opportunity to develop with the locals I 
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Setting the Stage: The Island of Pulau Tioman 
 
4.1 Natural Assets 
 
Pulau Tioman (Pulau meaning ‘island’ in the Malay language) is the largest 
island off the eastern coast of Peninsular Malaysia.  It sits idyllically in the South 
China Sea, approximately 36 nautical miles away from the nearest fishing town on 
main land Malaysia (see Picture 2.).  The island measures roughly 37.5 km in length 
and 19 km across at its widest points, and boasts a coastline of 69 km and 28.9 km of 
sandy white coastline.  Although it has a land area of roughly 114 square kilometers 
(about one quarter the size of Singapore), only 4.6 per cent of this land, located 
namely along the western coastline of the island, is flat.  The remaining inland is 
characteristically hilly and undulating, culminating in the tallest peak at 1053m in the 
North, two towering stone faced peaks of 690 meters and a waterfall in the South of 
the island.  The island’s interior is densely covered with tropical rain forests and 
receives more than 228 cm of rainfall a year.  Constant temperature and high humidity 
has also given rise to a thriving and unique ecosystem of flora and fauna.  The 
Northeast monsoon during the months November to February brings seasonal heavy 
rain to the island providing it with a renewable supply of fresh water. 
 
Apart from the richness of its terrestrial ecosystem, Tioman’s surrounding 
marine area also harbors a diverse marine ecosystem.  The clarity of its waters reveals 
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white sand, an abundance of marine life and healthy coral reefs.  Its open location in 
the South China Sea ensures a steady renewal of aquatic nutrients and minerals when 
currents sweep through during the monsoon months.  The rare giant clam and several 
types of coral are found in the waters of Tioman and the eight nearby islands of Pulau 
Sepoi, Pulau Tulai, Pulau Chebeh, Pulau Labas, Pulau Sembilang, Pulau Tokong 
Bahara, Pulau Bulat and Pulau Gut.  Healthy coral life around these islands provides 
safe nursery grounds for the young of many species of marine life, and has even 
encouraged green turtles to return annually to Pulau Tioman for nesting.  Aside from 




Picture 2. Location of Pulau Tioman.   
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Set alongside the other islands on Peninsular Malaysia’s eastern coast, Pulau 
Tioman is unrivaled in terms of its natural assets.  These natural characteristics have 
been the primary factors behind the particular relationship Tioman has had with 
people throughout its history.  The natural assets of Pulau Tioman have been critical 
to its inhabitation and usage by traders and pirates in the past.  They also remain vital 
in its contemporary roles as both a living settlement for a community of people, and 
as a tourist destination for travelers from all over the world.   
 
4.2 The Past 
 
It has not yet been determined when the first human beings settled on the 
island.  Except for biological and scientific studies on Tioman’s diverse ecosystems, 
any other form of documentation about the island is scarce.  It is known however from 
archeological discoveries at kampong Nipah that Song Dynasty merchants sought 
refuge and replenished supplies on the island from as early as the 11th century.  
Artifacts from the Yuan Dynasty (13th century) were also excavated on the island’s 
eastern coast of kampong Juara (Southeast Asian Ceramic Society, 1985).  While the 
extent of Tioman’s involvement in the Chinese trade remains an uncertainty, the 
emergence of a local folklore, the “Dragon’s Tale”, is a legacy of this significant and 
ancient relationship between the island and the Chinese.  Familiar to many of the local 
villagers, the story goes like this: 
 
“A beautiful Chinese Dragon Princess was on her way to visit her prince in 
Temasek [now Singapore].  She flew a very long distance from China.  She 
got tired and decided to rest in the South China Sea.  Very soon, the Dragon 
Princess fell in love with the beauty of the surroundings and decided to 
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abandon her journey to Temasek.  She turned herself into an island and 
decided to offer shelter and comfort to tired travelers.” 
 
        (Tioman villager)   
 
Many of those who shared this story with me also pointed out that its 
authenticity can be found in the unique topographical feature of the island.  The twin 
peaks in the South, named Chula Naga (meaning Dragon Horns) combines with its 
surroundings to resemble the silhouette of a dragon’s head (see Picture 3.).  Local 
fishermen and boat captains alike rely on this unique feature as a distinct reference in 
maritime navigation, suggesting that Chinese merchants of the past also did the same. 
 
 
 Picture 3. Twin Peaks (Dragon Horns) of Pulau Tioman. 
 
This resemblance of the island to a dragon has spun a cultural variation of the 
Chinese “Dragon’s Tale”.  Tarek Amin and Gustafson (1999), in their book “Call of 
the Dragon” which is the only collective work of literature documenting the history of 
Pulau Tioman, tell of the mighty dragon Sri Gumom who was on his way to visit his 
sister Gunung Linga, when the great Sri Rama intervened and turned him into stone.  
Through the cultural origins of this story, Amin and Gustafson suggest that the island 
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was an important stop over and navigational aid for traders during the time of the 
indianized kingdoms of Srivijaya in the 7th century and later Majapahit up to the early 
16th century.  They also suggest that the original inhabitants of Pulau Tioman, the 
Orang Lauts (literally meaning ‘people of the sea’) had used the island as a base and 
hideout while they alternated between being sea faring traders and pirates since the 
time of the Srivijayan Empire.  Once that empire fell, the Orang Lauts continued 
trading (and pirating) under the new Majapahit Empire with the Arab, Persian, Indian 
and Chinese merchants for precious goods like porcelain, jade, silk, sandalwood, 
spices, textiles, cloves, pearls, and elephant tusks in exchange for slaves, the island’s 
fresh supply of wood, water and food.  Of the goods that fetched the highest value and 
possibly a main reason for ships stopping at Tioman, was the availability of swiftlet 
nests that were constantly supplied by the locals.  These delicacies, dangerously 
collected from the peaks of the island, gave Idrisi, a traveling Muslim geographer in 
the 12th century, the idea to name the island ‘Tiyumah’ (a kind of edible bird) in his 
journals (ibid. 1999:21).       
 
It was not until the 17th century did Europeans become tangled in the history 
of Pulau Tioman.  Interested in the profitability of the regional trade routes, the 
Europeans increased the frequency of trade and protected their precious vessels from 
pirates with armed security.  The presence of armed escorts made piracy more 
difficult and persuaded many Orang Lauts to give up piracy and instead, settle on the 
island to trade permanently.  By the end of the 17th century, the peaceful and 
economically viable position of Tioman had given rise to an estimated population 
numbering over 2000 on Tioman.  However, as European interest in the region waned 
in the 18th century, unprotected waters and declining trade once again saw the seas 
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rife with pirates.  By the mid 18th century, piracy was so rampant and violent that less 
than 100 inhabitants remained on the island.  The rest of the population had either fled 
or fallen victim to the vicious sea bandits from Mindanao (Rahman, 2005).  When the 
British gained prominence in the region in the 19th century, peace again returned to 
the waters around Pulau Tioman.  Nevertheless, trading routes and main ports had 
changed, and technological advancements now allowed merchant vessels the ability to 
sail directly to their destinations without a need to stopover at Tioman.  Subsequently 
the island fell into obscurity and tranquil returned to the island.  Orang Lauts returned 
and resettled into fishing communities. 
 
The peaceful routine of Tioman’s local fishing communities were once again 
disrupted with the advent of World War II.  Those in the island community, who 
remembered the period of the war, recalled Japanese troops landing on the island and 
using it as a supply base.  Fearful, they dispersed inward into the dense island interior 
where they lived off the forests.  One Tioman villager shared that his parents, who 
had managed to stay hidden in the forests, said that those who did not manage to 
escape were forced into collecting fresh supplies and clearing the jungle for the 
Japanese who appeared to be constructing a landing strip on the island.  Apart from 
losing their land and their livelihood, the local community had otherwise minimal 
contact with the Japanese and were spared the harsh treatments that many on the 
mainland experienced.  After the departure of the Japanese troops, the local 
community returned to their fishing lives.  It was not until some years later, that the 




4.3 The Present 
 
 In the decade after the end of World War II, Tioman’s local community led a 
relatively uninterrupted existence on the island.  Except for the few Malaysian 
military boats some locals said had appeared every few months, the islanders lived in 
a relatively closed community that spread across the six original kampongs (Paya, 
Genting, Asah are considered “new” kampongs).  As the locals fished for subsistence 
and traded their catch, a small handful of foreigners started visiting the island.  These 
early tourists came to the island on fishing boats that returned to the island after 
offloading their catch in the markets on the Peninsula.  They were individuals 
searching for adventure, had little demands and stayed in camping tents on the 
beaches of kampong Tekek.  Although some went as far as to live within the 
compounds of the local village head, their interaction with the local community was 
otherwise described as friendly, non-intrusive and non-economical.  They were 
regarded warmly as guests whose presence on the island was temporary.  All these 
however, were set to change rapidly after 1958.  
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 Picture 4. The movie South Pacific, 1958. (Tioman in the background.) 
 
 In 1958, Pulau Tioman was cast as the enchanting Bali Hai in the Hollywood 
film, South Pacific.  The scenic beauty captured on film and screened across 
continents became the island’s first form of international tourism advertising (see 
Picture 4).  Very soon, more tourists started finding their way to Tioman and the birth 
of a tourism industry was at hand.  A few enterprising locals recognized this 
economic opportunity and began constructing small huts and basic long houses on the 
beach to house the tourists.  These were low cost and simple constructions built from 
locally obtained materials that blended in with the traditional village architecture.  
Home-stays were also offered out as a viable option for earning the tourist dollar to 
supplement the fishing income (Rahman, 2005).  By the 1970s, Tioman with all its 
natural beauty and peaceful community had achieved such a good reputation amongst 
the international travel community that TIME magazine voted the island as “one of 
 41
the top ten most beautiful islands in the world” (Visitors Malaysia Online, 2009).  
Seasonal droves of tourists flooded the shores of Tioman after that publicity and the 
first resort, called the Merlin Samudra Resort, opened in 1975 at kampong Tekek.  
Throughout this period, tourists mainly stayed at kampong Tekek but as their numbers 
increased, many ventured along the coastline and across the island to the other 
kampongs.  The tourists were still very much of the same breed as those who arrived 
in the post war years; simple, backpacking, nature seeking tourists with little 
demands.  Then in 1986, the Berjaya Group launched a high-end, multi-storey luxury 
hotel that included a swimming pool, restaurant and a golf course (ready in 1989) just 
south of Tekek.  This was followed closely with the construction of the island’s first 
and only road approximately 3.2 km long that linked the luxury resort to kampong 
Tekek, and the building of a small airport in Tekek that allowed small passenger 
planes to ferry tourists from the Peninsula and from even as far away as Singapore 
(only a 35 minute flight).  A dedicated ferry service from the fishing town of Mersing 
had also started operating passenger vessels to cash in on the tourists who used to 
have to negotiate with fishermen for rides on boats headed towards the island.  
Acknowledging the development potential of the island, the Malaysian government 
sponsored the construction of basic services at Tekek, the largest and most populated 
of the kampongs on the island (which by then had increased from six to nine).  There, 
a school, a clinic, a bank and an administrative building were built.  By that time, 
many of the local fishermen had given up fishing for a stake in the island’s booming 
tourist industry.  They had witnessed the growing potential of tourism and troubled by 
the dwindling numbers in their catches, many chose to cast aside their nets for the 
comfort of dry land. 
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In 1994, the state sponsored island’s central power supply was up and running.  
Tall electrical pylons were erected along the coastline and through the forest linking 
up the kampongs with thick black electrical cables that supplied them with 24-hour 
electricity.  Before this, electricity was intermittently produced by village owned 
generators that often broke down and plunged the villages into darkness.  By 1998, 
the first internet connection on the island was established at Bamboo Hill Chalets in 
kampong Air Batang and in 2001, a radio transmission tower was built that ensured 
constant mobile phone coverage on the island and its vicinity.  With a reliable and 
constant supply of electricity, easy accessibility to the island, and a range of 
accommodations and facilities to suit the individual’s budget and comfort, new types 
of tourists began arriving in the 1990s.  City slickers from the Peninsula and 
Singapore searching for a quick quiet escape flooded the shores of Tioman over the 
weekends.  Families from the mainland searching for affordable holidays crowded the 
beaches with their children.  Packaged tourists with hard shelled suitcases arrived in 
boat loads and filled their bags with tee shirts and other island trinkets.  These new 
kinds of tourists arrived in such numbers that from the years 1999 to 2002, the 
numbers of visitors to Tioman increased 12.7 per cent (Ainul Raihan, 2003).  Unlike 
the early nature seekers, many of these tourists demanded better facilities, 
accommodations, food that suited their liking, and a quality of servitude in exchange 
for their money.  They arrived in groups so large that new arrangements had to be 
catered for them.  More resorts had to be built, and more workers had to staff the 
resorts.  These jobs were filled by the local villagers and others from the mainland.  
From the year 2000 onwards, Pulau Tioman, with a local population of just less than 
3000, witnessed an influx of more than 200,000 visitors per annum (ibid.) with 
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300,000 in 2008.  The island’s tourism industry was booming, but this was not 
without some contradictions. 
 
In 2002, encouraged by the economic dividends of increasing tourist arrivals, 
the Malaysian federal government declared Pulau Tioman a duty-free island, filling 
the shelves of local shops with tobacco and alcoholic products despite the mainly 
Muslim-Malay population and the current restrictions on alcohol (see Picture 5.). 
 
 
Picture 5. Warning Sign prohibiting Muslims from consuming or selling alcohol in 
kampong Salang, Air Batang and Juara. 
 
Tonni, a local representative from kampong Air Batang was part of the Tioman 
delegation that convened in Pahang in 2001 for a brief ‘consultation’ about turning 
the island into a duty-free zone:  
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“It is not a consultation.  This meeting is wayang only [a façade].  They 
already decided to make Tioman a duty-free, and just invite us to tell us about 
it.  But we kampong people don’t understand all these economics.  They tell us 
about tax and duties and other things we don’t really understand… We left the 
consultation very confused.”   
 
     (Tonni, Chalet manager, Juara representative) 
 
Tonni described the ‘consultation’ as a briefing because no issues had been presented 
to the delegation for discussion.  It consisted largely of a monologue with economic 
jargon and terms that the Tioman locals did not understand, and the announcement of 
policies and contracts so vaguely put forth that their implications were omitted.  Till 
the end, none of the locals really understood what the ‘consultation’ was for and what 
‘duty-free’ exactly meant until a year later, in 2002, they finally understood after the 
island was arbitrarily declared a duty-free zone.  This incident has left Tonni and 
others opposed to this policy, deeply resentful that they had no control over their own 
island.  Many felt that the government was more interested in making money than 
protecting the people on Tioman.   
 
Then in 2004, the construction of a cargo jetty and an international yacht 






Picture 6. Construction of the Marina at Kg. Tekek.  Taken in 2007. 
 
I was told by a disgruntled shop owner in kampong Salang when I first started my 
research in early 2008 that the local community did try to halt the project with a 
petition of some 165 names, however unsuccessfully.  Today, the RM 40 million 
marina is almost complete leaving in its wake destroyed coral reefs, uprooted 
vegetation, polluted waters and the displacement of several villagers from their 
original land.  During my research trips, the marina was always observed to be under-
utilized, with half of the docked boats actually owned by the resorts and not the 
international sailors it was built to attract.   
 
Also in the pipeline since its announcement in 2003, is the construction of a 
new airport built over reclaimed land in the area between kampong Genting and 
kampong Paya (SK, 2005).  The new airport is slated to replace the current one at 
Tekek which is in turn to be converted into a duty-free shopping center (Sia, 2005: 
Khoo, 2007).  The new airport has in its plan a run way 2km long and an area large 
enough to accommodate Boeing 737s.  Not surprisingly, protests have been mounted 
from villagers and resort and chalet operators from kampong Paya, Genting and 
Mukut over the destruction of the environment, the pollution it would cause and the 
negative effect it will have on tourist arrivals.  However in 2007, a tragic Tioman 
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ferry accident resulted in four deaths and three missing passengers and reignited the 
debate for the need of a new airport for safer and more efficient transportation to the 
island.  To date, the fate of the new airport still hangs precariously dependent on the 
proposal of a new Environment Management Plan (EMP) after the first one failed to 
launch the construction.    
               
4.4 Governance 
 
 Although geographically situated in the South of the Peninsula closer to the 
state of Johor, Pulau Tioman is under the administration of the state of Pahang in the 
North.  This has been the arrangement since 1868 after Temenggong Abu Bakar of 
Johor signed an agreement with Sultan Wan Ahmad of Pahang transferring Tioman 
and its surrounding islands to Pahang.  Today, the District Officer of Rompin (Endau, 
Pahang) is responsible for the management and development of the island, including 
infrastructure, jurisdiction and various socio-economic policies.  However, the 
District Officer is not the only one with responsibility over the island.  The Tourism 
Development Authority had been set up by the state government to oversee matters of 
tourism concerns.  These include developments aimed at increasing tourist arrivals, 
the organization of events to promote the island, and other matters that make Pulau 
Tioman more tourist-friendly.  Other agencies that also have a stake in the governance 
of the island include the state Fisheries Department and the Forestry Department.  In 
September 1972, Pulau Tioman was declared a wildlife reserve putting the island’s 
terrestrial flora and fauna under the charge of the Forestry Department (Pahang 
Gazzet Vol. 25 No. 405).  This meant that the hunting of all animals on the island was 
illegal, marking the end of a long history of reliance on the jungle interior for food.  
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And in 1985, the island was turned into a marine park demarcating the area of a 2 
mile radius from the island outwards towards the sea as a marine sanctuary with strict 
laws against its destruction.  At the grass root level, each village has an elected village 
representative who coordinates island and village matters with other representatives 
and with the island’s chief village head, the Penghulu, in Tekek.  Although a police 
station has been built in Tekek, its real utilization has been by tourists.  Community 
disputes are still brought up to the governance of these village representatives and the 
Penghulu.  In turn, the Penghulu represents the island community as the Tioman 
Assemblyman in the Pahang state administration. 
 
4.5 The Local Community  
  
Population 
Presently, there are roughly 2700 permanent local residents on Pulau Tioman, 
who reside in the nine kampongs on the island: Salang, Air Batang and Tekek on the 
North-western face of Tioman; Paya, Genting, Nipah, Asah and Mukut on the South-
western face; and Juara on the Eastern side of the island.  The local community is 
ethnically homogenous where almost all of them are Malay and Muslim, a result from 
being the direct descendants of the Orang Lauts who had resettled the island since the 
stabilizing presence of the British in the early 19th century.  The island community’s 
fore bearers, the Orang Lauts had immigrated to the island from fishing towns off the 
Peninsula and as far away as Indonesia. Today, this practice of immigration continues 
in what appears to be an open community.  An estimated 300 mainlanders have come 
to the island to fill some of the various tourist jobs available in the island’s main 
economy.  Mostly Malay Muslims, some of these seasonal sojourners find romance 
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and settle down permanently on the island.  Tonni, the chalet owner and manager of 
South Pacific Chalet for example came to the island in the 1970s.  He shared that he 
had come from Mersing to Tioman to find work.  After some time, he fell in love with 
a local girl, married her, and helped her expand and run the chalets on her family land.   
 
There are many others like Tonni and in most cases, it is men from the 
Peninsula who marry into the family of the local women and relocate to Tioman.  This 
is a pragmatic decision given that the men are the economic sojourners while the local 
women have access to economic capital.  This blatant economic disparity between a 
sojourning mainlander and a land owning local is a cause for concern amongst family 
members who constantly worry that their prospective in-law from the mainland is 
after the family’s land.  The locals are very guarded about their land, frequently 
stating, “Only us original Tioman people can own land here.  It is worth a lot of 
money.  So we must protect it”.  Others like Azam (a villager from kampong Salang) 
met his partner on the mainland, married her, and now shuttles to and from the island 
regularly in order to bridge his wife’s preference for remaining on the Peninsula with 
her family and his business on the island.  Rather than sell off his land and work on 
the mainland, Azam leases part of his premises out to a Chinese family from the 
mainland who now runs a seafood restaurant and to his cousin who permanently co-
manages his few huts for tourist rental.  Less common within the local population are 
a few marriages between a local and a foreigner.  Roslinda, the manager of Bamboo 
Hill Chalets is Singaporean.  She had first visited the island as a tourist some 15 years 
ago when she met her husband, a local.  Since then, she has settled in with her 
husband, and together they have worked to develop and manage the premises of the 
chalet.  Today if a tourist is to ask about the population of Tioman, the answer he will 
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likely receive is “it is getting bigger because more people are coming in”.  Yet despite 
all these facts about permanent and seasonal immigration, I never really found the 
kampongs to be crowded with that many people. 
 
Daily Routines 
Strolling through the villages, I usually only came across tourists, some local 
children, and even fewer local adults scooting up and down the paths.  Unlike tourists 
who explored the island enthusiastically, locals seldom ventured about unnecessarily.  
They also appeared to lack a public space where they gathered and met for various 
social exchanges.  Instead I observed the locals going about their daily routines 
staying either at home or at work.  At work, locals confined themselves to small 
grocery shops and restaurants idling and watching television until customers arrived.  
At other times, these establishments seemed to be left entirely unattended until a few 
curious “hellos” sent an attendant coming from behind a curtain to the counter.  This 
‘holler when needed’ arrangement works on Tioman because most locals lived at their 
places of work.  The shop, restaurant, or chalet reception area was usually an 
extension of the home compound.  At the South Pacific Chalets, a peek behind the 
curtain dividers revealed a kitchen and two large squarish living areas (see Picture 7.).  
In one of the living areas, there were floor mattresses, mats, a fan and a television set.  
The other living area was kept out of view with its door always closed.  If the locals 
were not tending the front of their establishments or working elsewhere, they were 
usually in a similar living area resting or praying in the day.  Children who ended 
school often played in the sea or in one of the small rivers that flowed through the 
village before returning home.  Once they got home, they took a nap, did their 
homework, watched TV or were taught about Islam by their parents.  These activities 
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took place in the living room as well.  Mothers who nursed young children, and others 
not directly involved in tourist work, were also observed residing in the living area 
sewing, mending household items, watching TV or sleeping.  Apart from the locals 
who fronted tourist establishments and the few I saw walking around, most of the 
locals seemed to be inside this living space that was hidden behind a flimsy curtain. 
 
 
Picture 7. Sketch of South Pacific Chalet. 
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In the evenings, those who did not live where they worked returned straight to 
their homes located either at the ends of the kampong away from the tourist joints or 
further behind the resorts for dinner with the family.  I found out that at the Berjaya, 
premises became off limits to those off shift.  Workers returned to their kampongs or 
quarters for rest and leisure.  Leisure times of the locals were spent with the family or 
close friends in their homes playing carom or watching television.  It seemed very 
characteristic that the locals preferred to stay indoors and away from tourists rather 
than to spend their time outside.  Apart from the men whom I routinely saw gathered 
at the jetties with fishing lines and baits, and the few, most noticeably younger men 
who stayed out on the beach and mingled with tourists at the bar, it was unusual to see 
locals anywhere else after work hours.  This illusion of desertion probably continues 
to contribute to the idyllic image of Tioman.  It is also why the villages never seem 
crowded with locals.  
 
Work 
Since the rising popularity of the island as a tourist destination, many locals 
have given up their traditional way of life for a stake in the new tourist economy:  
 
“Last time, my grand father was a fisherman.  I learned how to fish from him 
and how to see from the waves and the sky that a storm is coming… 
sometimes he catch[es] many fish, sometimes [he catches] very little.  When 
there is a lot of fish, he will sell to the market on mainland.  When there is 
little fish he will just bring home the fish… But now most of us are 
businessmen, not fishermen”.   
 
       (Tioman local, shop owner) 
 
This local in his late 40s talked about the economic transition of the island, and how 
tourism has made most of the locals today into business people with a higher standard 
 52
of living.  Although some continue to fish off the many small colorful fishing boats 
seen anchored off Tekek and Genting, many now run their own chalets, restaurants, 
shops, offer internet facilities, scuba diving, snorkeling, guiding and many other 
services.  Many who did not possess the capital for a business, teamed up with 
extended families or close friends for the venture.  Others chose to work for their 
relatives or friends at their chalets, restaurants or dive centers, or at the larger resorts.  
During the monsoon season when some entire kampongs shut down tourist 
operations, families that earned enough during the tourist season did not work during 
the rainy months.  Some took vacations to the mainland visiting relatives and friends, 
while others even traveled overseas.  Suzy, a local dive master for example, said that 
she had spent the previous monsoon season in Thailand scuba diving and relaxing.  
Two years ago, she flew to Germany and spent two weeks visiting some tourist-
friends she made on the job.  The increased earnings from tourism have also given the 
opportunity for some to acquire an education on the mainland and abroad, and others 
to expand, upgrade and rebuild their premises.  Though not always a necessity, some 
still chose to find work as odd job laborers or factory workers on the mainland during 
the monsoon months in order to accumulate more savings.  
 
Local Businesses 
This drive to accumulate capital was something common I found among the 
young and energetic.  At the prestigious Berjaya luxury resort, I spoke to two waiters 
both in their late teens and asked them about their plans for the future:  
 
“Here, we do the common work [waiters, gardeners, bellboys, chambermaids].  
The office jobs, people from KL or foreigners do.  Berjaya is a big hotel, but I 
don’t want to work here always.  It is not my hotel.”   
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     (Shafiq, Berjaya waiter, from Salang) 
 
 
“My family has a small [plot of] land, we want to build some chalets.  So I 
have to work and get some money to buy the wood.  Once I have enough 
[money], I won’t work at Berjaya anymore”.   
 
     (Harin, Berjaya waiter, from Juara) 
 
Both boys expressed a desire of owning businesses they can call their own.  Working 
at the Berjaya then was a way to accumulate capital.  Tonni, who had worked at the 
Berjaya when it first opened, acknowledges the local ambition, “no one here dreams 
of becoming a waiter at the big hotel [Berjaya].  Even if it is prestigious, you are still 
working for somebody… but everyone must start from somewhere.  I am lucky to 
have met my wife.  Some are not so lucky”. 
 
There are many like the two boys who have to work for others because their 
families do not own local businesses.  Paya Beach Resort is the second largest 
employer on the island, a joint venture between local landowners and a number of 
foreign shareholders.  A combined venture like this is common on Pulau Tioman.  
Officially declared a Malay Reserve (in which only Malays can own land) and 
reinforced by the State Bumiputera policy (which requires every registered business 
to have at least 30% ownership by an ethnic Malay), every business on the island is 
minimally co-owned by a local.  One arrangement is such that the local land owner 
registers his business with a foreign investor, but leaves the running of the operations 
to his partner in exchange for a share in the profits.  In some cases it is the reverse, the 
land owner becomes directly involved in the daily running of activities and the 
foreign financier instead becomes the partner who collects a share of the profits.  
These partnerships occur because a symbiotic relationship between the investor and 
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the local exists.  The local owns land but lacks both the economic capital and the 
expertise required to convert land into a revenue generating asset.  The investor owns 
the financial capital and expertise but lacks land.  Together their partnership enables 
them to tap into the tourist potential of the island, and in the process create jobs for 
many whom have neither land nor financial capital.  Capital intensive establishments 
like big resorts and chalets are results of such cooperation.   
 
The most popular arrangement however is not a business partnership as 
outlined above, but a landlord-tenant relationship.  The local leases an entire plot of 
land or part of his premises out and collects rent.  This arrangement is more popular 
amongst the local community because the complications of partnerships such as work 
responsibilities and profit sharing are removed.  One local restaurant owner confessed 
that this is also a “safer” arrangement for dealing with investors from the mainland:   
 
“We have the land, so we can make our own tourist business… people from 
the mainland are not honest, they will cheat you whenever they have the 
chance.  They will cheat away your money, and then steal your land.” 
 
     (Local woman, Restaurant owner, Juara) 
 
This suspicion of outsiders, particularly those from the Peninsula is a constant issue 
that plagues the local community.  They regard themselves as being in a position that 
is desired by others.  The scrutiny of prospective in-laws from the mainland, the 
caution they exercise when doing business with non-locals, and the suspicion they had 
of me as an official from a state agency, are all manifestations of this distrust of 
outsiders. 
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Aspirations & Standard of Living 
Having accumulated earnings through the availability of the many tourist jobs, 
many of the older folks on Tioman have witnessed and experienced first hand the 
increase in the standard of living.  This experience has filled them with optimism and 
desire that those in the younger generations will similarly tap into the tourist industry 
just as they had, and hence continue to create a better life for themselves and their 
children.  Parents manifest this hope by involving their children in whatever 
businesses they run: serving customers at the family restaurant, accompanying them 
on a guided trek to the waterfall, or ferrying tourists around the island in a sea taxi.  
Besides reducing operating costs, this practice of using family labor imparts the 
necessary knowledge about the particular tourist business from parents to children.  
Discussions about work are often carried out in the presence of the entire family over 
meals.  Extended families, who work together offering an array of services, activities 
and accommodation, often rotate their children under the supervision of their in-laws 
specializing in different operations so as to give them operational exposure.   
 
However, there are those who believe instead that their children will have 
better lives beyond the island.  The faith these people have about the island’s future as 
a booming tourist industry is bleak.  A local parent comments about this:   
 
“Today they build the marina, next year they maybe build the airport, then 
maybe after that more roads and the big hotels.  Tourists won’t come here 
anymore when all these are built.  They come here because it is quiet, and 
natural.  We will have no business.  Better for my children to work in the 
mainland.” 
       
(Nazri, Chalet owner, Air Batang) 
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Nazri laments the direction current developments on Tioman are taking, and feels 
strongly that they are not feasible in the long run.  Since tourists visit the island 
primarily for its natural assets, many local chalet owners feel that urban developments 
will make the island less attractive to visitors, resulting in a decline of tourist arrivals 
and a drop in revenue.  For this group of parents, preparing their children for life 
beyond the island is important.  Apart from inculcating life skills to their children 
through work, these parents understand the importance of formal education for life 
outside of Tioman.  They see to it that their children attend classes in the local school 
(till the highest possible grade of Primary 5 locally), and continue their education on 
the mainland.  Nazri for instance, fetches his daughter from Air Batang to Tekek to 
attend school every morning and back in the afternoon.  He has also already made 
plans for his daughter to stay with relatives on the mainland when she is ready for 
school there.  I observed however, that encouraging the island’s youth to pursue an 
education was no easy task.  Some parents find it challenging to motivate their 
children to study because of a lack of incentive.  I was told by one parent that a main 
reason for this lack of incentive in studying, is that throughout their primary school 
education, children are advanced to the next grade irregardless of their academic 
performance.  She also told me that because the children see that many tourist jobs did 
not require formal educational qualifications, they see no reason to study.  
Furthermore, many of these children have peers who are encouraged to work by their 
families rather than study.  I observed that these factors, coupled with the practical 
incentive of parents to utilize familial labor in the family business, contradict in 
making education a priority.  As a result, only a minority of the island’s children 
eventually attain a tertiary education.  Most have a Secondary education, and remain 
on the island working in tourism.    
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 The life of the local community revolves largely around tourism.  Work, 
lifestyle, and daily routines have been molded around the island’s tourist economy.  
The traditional economy of fishing has already largely given way to the modern 
tourism industry and the hopes and aspirations of both the community elders and 
young are continuously being shaped by their experiences with tourism on the island.  
Through the tourism industry, many have also attained a standard of living and an 
education that was once not possible.  It is certain that the locals have benefited from 
tourism, and this is only possible because they have devised ways to effectively 
harness the profitability of this industry.  In the following chapter, I introduce the 

























5.1 Tourists and Travelers on Tioman 
 
 To get to Tioman, most tourists and locals alike take a ferry from Tanjung 
Gemuk on the Peninsula.  It was here, while waiting for the ferry, that I first noticed 
the heterogeneity of tourists visiting Tioman.  There were people of many 
nationalities, children, seniors, couples, families, groups of friends, school children on 
a field trip, people wearing big straw hats, trucker caps, high heels, flip flops, people 
who pulled along suitcases, others with duffle bags and backpacks.  The tourists were 
different in every way and the only similarity I could pick out was their desire to 
board the ferry and to get to the island as quickly as possible. The diversity of tourists 
was therefore so extensive that to ignore this fact and regard the tourist as a single 
homogenous unit was foolish.  Yet from this assortment of individuals, a pattern 
emerged that sorted them into two distinct groups.    
 
This pattern became apparent to me only after I had made several visits to the 
island.  I noticed that there was some sort of correlation between the way the tourists 
looked and the destinations to which they headed.  The ferry from Tanjung Gemuk 
traveled first to the south of the island and then continued upwards on its western 
coast to the northern most village of Salang.  Tourists headed for kampong Genting 
therefore alighted first, followed by those going to Paya, Tekek, Air Batang and 
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finally Salang (the ferry service did not operate to Mukut, Nipah, Asah and Juara, 
locals and tourists alike going to these villages had to alight at Tekek and take a jeep 
across the island to Juara or take a sea taxi to the other kampongs).  Tourists with the 
big hats, high heels and suitcases, many whom were Asians, those traveling with 
family, children and seniors, school children and a few with backpacks got off the 
ferry at Genting, Paya and Tekek.  They were people whom the tourism literature (and 
the people themselves) called “tourists”; hoards who traveled in search of the sun, 
sand, sea and other trivialities, individuals who were unadventurous, moved in tour 
groups and slept in expensive air conditioned resorts  (Mowforth and Munt, 
2003:128-30).  Those who were left behind in the ferry heading to Air Batang and 
Salang, formed a slightly more consistent group (apart from one or two families with 
young children).  They were mostly in their 20s, traveled with some companions, 
carried backpacks and rucksacks, were mostly non-Asian, and looked anxiously out of 
the ferry’s starboard windows and back at their travel books which were almost 
always “Lonely Planet’s: Southeast Asia on a Shoestring”.  These were people 
discussed in the tourism literature as those who preferred to identify themselves as 
“travelers” (ibid).         
 
 The observations of “tourists” alighting at Genting, Paya and Tekek, and 
“travelers” alighting at Air Batang and Salang, were consistent throughout my visits 
to Tioman.  This distinct pattern was verified by the data I collected from the 106 
questionnaires handed out to tourists at Tanjung Gemuk that charted their 
demographics and their destinations on Tioman (see Appendices A-D).  This 
consistency was significant.  It meant that the tourist-local interactions in the 
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“borderzones” (Bruner, 2005) that I had set out to study in this thesis, were more 
accurately interactions between locals and “travelers”. 
 
5.2 Portraits of the “Travelers” 
 
 During the course of my research, I got to know many of the travelers staying 
at Salang, Air Batang and Juara.  Below are portraits of just some of these people I 
spoke to: 
 
Trille and Rob 
 
In their early 20s, this couple from Sweden had set aside 6 months to travel 
around Southeast Asia.  Trille had just graduated from the university and was taking 
time off to have something ‘interesting’ to put into her CV before applying for a job, 
while Rob was taking a break from his university studies to reconsider his major.  The 
couple had chosen to travel to Southeast Asia because the region was “affordable and 
far, far, far away from home”.  Trille said that most of her friends were doing the 
same thing and some went to Africa and others to Latin America.  Their journey was 
described by Trille as “An exciting adventure, we can just really be with each other, 
and explore ourselves as well as new places”.   
 
The couple had planned to spend 4 nights at Juara, but had extended it to 7 
nights, “Oh Trille loves it here.  Our simple hut, the village is peaceful, the 
surroundings are beautiful, you know… no cars honking, she’s writing a book and 
finds it very inspiring here.”  Every morning the couple walked along the beach 
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before having breakfast in one of the local restaurants, “The food here is simple, but 
I’m sure it’s a lot better and real than those at the Berjaya… Milo is just the best drink 
I have ever had!”  In the afternoon, Trille worked on her book and Rob went hiking or 
surfing.  At night, they had dinner at a different restaurant ordering something they 
had never tried before, “It is very exciting to see what comes out of the kitchen and on 




Chris was traveling on his own when I met him at Air Batang.  He was in his 
early 30s, from London, had just lost his job at Lehman Brothers, and planned to 
“dive the best of Malaysia, climb Mount Kinabalu, trek through Borneo and live with 
the tribal people there.”  When I asked him whether he had plans to visit Singapore 
since he was so close by, he sniffed “I don’t think so, if I wanted to experience a city, 
I wouldn’t have left London.”   
 
Chris said that in the 6 weeks he had to “experience Truly Asia”, he was 
determined to “rough it out and have an adventure… working in the bank has made 
me soft.”  He continued, “Many young people in the UK travel to third world regions, 
most of them do it when they’re in their early 20s.  I’m a decade late, but I’m catching 
up with what I’ve missed now that I have the money and a lot of time… how else am 
I going to impress a sweet young thing?  No one likes to talk about their work, that’s 
just uninteresting.  No one’s going to remember you.”  Chris found out about Pulau 
Tioman through one of the guide books he was browsing in a London bookstore, 
“well, they mentioned Tioman, but they didn’t really say much about it.  I took that as 
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a good sign that it’s a place worth visiting, that wouldn’t be too crowded with other 
people… and I read online that they’ve got good diving here.”   
 
Group of Germans 
 
 The ages in this group of 5 spanned from 19 to 26 years.  Like most of the 
others in Salang, the Germans were traveling for an extended period and were 
following a Southeast Asia itinerary.  3 of them were friends in the university and the 
other 2 were friends of 1 of them.  One afternoon, one of them suggested that they 
should just “pack up and do something different”.  The youngest among them said, 
“We wanted to do something different… all the classes, school work, and working 
after class, it gets tiring and after a while, you begin to think about life and what all 
this is for.”  Another continued, “Ya, the more I read about things in class, the more I 
thought ‘hey, I don’t want to be part of this machine they call society, I don’t want to 
be a drone and function without a soul…’  So we took out our savings, put our 
education and work on hold, and came here”.  The only girl in the group shared, “My 
mom thought I was crazy, traveling with 4 boys and to such a far away place.  But my 
dad thought it was good.  He believes that education is not enough to get a good job.  
You have to be well traveled and multicultural.”   
 
 The Germans had already sailed down the Mekong River, walked around 
ancient Angkor, trekked in the Sapa region of Vietnam, and experienced the protests 
and demonstrations in Bangkok.  With their last stop in kampong Salang, they were 
taking a scuba diving course and sharing their stories and travel tips with other 
tourists who had just began their travel. 
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Sally and Ben, and their two children 
 
I met this family while having breakfast one Sunday morning in Juara.  Sally 
and Ben were from Denmark.  They had skipped the usual ‘banana pancakes with 
toast’ breakfast for ‘kampong fried rice and teh-limao’.  Their children, both girls 
aged 3 and 5 had ‘maggie noodle soup’ and a ‘sunny side up’ each.  It was an unusual 
sight, firstly for a family group to be at Juara and secondly for tourists to be eating 
local dishes in the morning.  I questioned them regarding their choice of food and Ben 
replied, “What’s the point of traveling if we ate the same food we did back home?  
Our daughters, look at them, they are enjoying the local food too.  It is important that 
they learn about other cultures at a young age.” 
 
Unlike the other travelers, Sally and Ben were on vacation for only 2 weeks 
and had Tioman as their only destination.  I found out that both Sally and Ben were 
well traveled individuals, having spent a considerable amount of time on the African 
continent and China.  Ben shared that it was Sally’s idea coming to Tioman, “She 
heard about this place from her colleague, and decided that we had to come here.  I’m 
glad we did, it is lovely.  There is so much unspoilt nature that the girls can enjoy.”  
Sally said, “We wanted to give the girls an experience of nature and culture.  This is 
important, I think people these days are losing touch with what things like these are.”  
The family was observed to spend their days reading, playing on the beach, and 
following small trials that broke off from the main village road.  They stayed 4 nights 
at Juara and visited the turtle sanctuary before trekking across the island to Tekek, 
visiting the marine park center, and settling down again for another few nights at Air 
Batang.  
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5.3 Travelers as “New Tourists” 
 
These sketches revealed the travelers’ intensions, desires and perspectives.  
What I found most interesting in their narratives was that these travelers were not 
concerned at all with differentiating and distancing themselves from the “tourists” at 
Genting, Paya and Tekek.  Despite the recent works of Elsrud (2001) and Tucker 
(2003) where both portrayed travelers as deliberately trying to assert the identity of 
“traveler”, “backpacker” or “non-tourist” in order to distance themselves from 
“tourists”, these travelers on Tioman were instead more interested in differentiating 
themselves from their peers back home.  Their focus was on engaging in activities and 
experiences that distinguished them from the people back home rather than doing so 
just to disassociate themselves specifically from “tourists”.  Even as Rob commented, 
“The food here is simple, but I’m sure it’s a lot better and real than those at the 
Berjaya”, he was not comparing authenticity with the tourists who were having their 
meals at the Berjaya Resort but specifically with his peers who were ordering 
“authentic Malay food” back home.  Rob had clarified his position on comparing 
authenticity with people back home (rather than with tourists) by sharing with me that 
the food served at big resorts was often tweaked to the taste buds of tourists so much 
so that the food often did not differ much from those served by restaurants back in 
Sweden claiming to serve “authentic Malay food”. Eating at the Berjaya was therefore 
no different than eating in a Malay restaurant back in Sweden, and the gastronomical 
experience of the tourist at the Berjaya is at best comparable to someone eating in a 
Malay restaurant in Sweden.  On the other hand, food served at the smaller local 
restaurants in the kampong were more authentic because they were bound to differ 
more from what can already be obtained back home.  Rob’s verdict of his food being 
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“a lot better and real than those at the Berjaya” was therefore meant as a comparison 
with his peers back home.  He was not concerned at all with comparing authenticity 
with tourists at the Berjaya. 
 
In this sense, I found my respondents confident and at peace with their 
identities, pursuing whatever activities they thought distinguished them from the 
crowd left behind (and not the tourists).  They understood their home context, and 
specifically sought out experiences that were exclusive to their peers.  This was 
reflected in all the narratives; Trille and the German girl’s father believed that their 
adventure to Southeast Asia would make them more ‘interesting’ candidates when 
they applied for a job, Chris knew that his adventures would distinguish himself from 
other men when he met people, the other Germans did not want to be like their peers 
caught in the cold routines of society, Sally and Ben believed that providing their 
daughters with an unusual experience from an early age was advantageous to their 
development.  At all times, everyone knew that they were consciously differentiating 
themselves from a larger entity to which they belonged. 
 
This desire to stand out from the crowd (in a culturally acceptable manner) 
while engaging in particular travel experiences has led Mowforth and Munt (2003) to 
develop the term a “new tourist class”.  “New tourists”, they say, include “ego-
tourists”, like those on Tioman who engage in ‘individual’ travel as a means of 
differentiating themselves from the social class factions above and below them.  In a 
society driven by a culture of individualism, what they call “ego-tourism” is more 
characteristic of less formalized forms of travel, like backpacking and small group 
travel, and often involves longer holidays overseas to third world regions.  It has 
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become the modern day equivalent of the Grand Tour (2003:122-24).  Travel 
experiences are highly sought after by ego-tourists because they are regarded as 
having commercial value.  Just as Trille and the German girl’s father recognized, 
individual travel is considered by many as an “activity for the stimulation and 
development of character” (Rojek, 1993:114, in Mowforth and Munt, 2003:123).  
This belief is upheld by Sally and Ben who decided that an “experience of nature and 
culture” is important to the character development of their children.  For Chris, he had 
recognized the advantages of travel as a component of a person’s identity, and since 
he had not yet ‘acquired’ it, he was determined to explore Malaysia so as to present 
himself as a more interesting person. 
 
Traveling on a budget, planning and making decisions on the move are all part 
of the ego-tourist’s way of traveling.  Exploring new activities and environments that 
are at times dangerous and physically challenging, and above all going beyond the 
familiarities and comforts of an individual, are also characteristic of ego-tourism.  
These traits of independence, resilience and resourcefulness conferred through such 
travels are hallmark traits of success in modern capitalist economies.  In a competition 
for uniqueness and marketability of the self (whether socially or economically), ego-
tourism thus enables one to build a reputation based on such personal qualities tested 
and forged through the trials and tribulations of travel.  Ego-tourism therefore enables 
one to accumulate and enhance one’s cultural capital, which can in turn be converted 





5.4 Implications for this Thesis 
 
This chapter has revealed that Pulau Tioman is a travel destination for a 
diversity of tourists.  This knowledge of tourist heterogeneity is useful in recognizing 
immediately the limitations of any research of the island that approaches the ‘tourists’ 
as a single homogenous entity.  As the data has revealed, this heterogeneity of tourists 
can be contextually separated into two distinct conceptual groups.  “Tourists” visited 
kampongs Genting, Paya and Tekek, while “new tourists” visited Air Batang, Salang 
and Juara.  
 
With this knowledge that new tourists are the actors involved in the daily 
interactions with locals at Air Batang, Salang and Juara, this thesis is better able to 
interpret  the courses of action and the intentions of the actors.  New tourists are said 
to be more supportive of local indigenous businesses, more culturally sensitive, more 
open and receptive, more adventurous and energetic, and more inclined at forging 
new cultural understandings with Third World communities (Mowforth and Munt, 
2003:123).  Their actual behaviors however were sometimes observed to contradict 
these generalizations about them.  The following chapters discuss the encounters of 
new tourists and locals within “borderzones” and will highlight particular incidences 
where new tourists behaved in a manner contradictory to what we would expect of 
them.  Locals in response took necessary measures to protect their integrity and put 
the new tourists in their proper place.  

















Chalets & Restaurants 
 
6.1 The Tourist Problem 
 
Tonni loves his job.  He is the co-owner and operations manager of the South 
Pacific Chalets, an independent establishment of respectable size with about 8 chalet 
units facing the sea and garden, a small distance north of the village jetty in kampong 
Air Batang.  He enjoys being involved in the tourism business, providing clean 
comfortable chalets for tourists, dishing out delicious local delights for hungry guests, 
and sharing local knowledge with the few inquisitive travelers.  However, this is not 
always the case.  Tonni admits that at times, working with tourists can be frustrating.  
“Not all tourists are good tourists” he once told me, explaining that he has his fair 
share of encounters with bad tourists, those whom he considers too troublesome to be 
worth doing business with.  These tourists he summarized to be rowdy, disrespectful 
and sometimes even dangerous.  According to Tonni, this is all part and parcel of his 
work: 
 
“We meet so many people [tourists], of course there are good and bad people.  
Not all tourists are the same.  They want different things.  But many want 
cheap this, cheap that… So we also cannot treat everyone the same…  
Sometimes the things they want also very unreasonable… so it is hard to do 
business with them.” 
      (Tonni, Chalet operator, Air Batang) 
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Tonni’s concern is shared by many of the locals involved in dealing with tourists.  
Even though it is the “new tourist” (Mowforth and Munt, 2003) and not the mass 
tourist who visits kampongs Salang, Air Batang and Juara, they are not without their 
problems.  I observed some of these “new tourists” to be very demanding customers, 
complaining about the cleanliness of the rooms and the lack of room amenities.  
Others were disrespectful and tried to bargain for cheaper room rates, criticized the 
way things were done at the chalet and restaurants, and even intruded on to private 
living and working areas.  There was also the minority whom Tonni described as 
dangerous, tourists who were likely to get drunk and cause trouble.  Even if the tourist 
behaves responsibly, he or she comes from a very different cultural background and 
that alone has the potential to cause cultural misunderstanding and conflict.  The 
tourist is after all also someone who has paid a great deal of money to be on a holiday 
and to enjoy him or herself, and might even feel that it is his or her entitlement to do 
so even if it is achieved at the expense of others.  
 
 For all these reasons, Tonni admits that “not all tourists are the same” and that 
he “cannot treat everyone the same”.  He explained that some tourists deserved more 
of his time than others, and some did not deserve any of his time and efforts at all.  He 
feels strongly that tourists should be treated according to how they treat the locals, 
and according to how much they are worth: 
 
“When they come to our island, they must respect our culture, they must 
respect us.  If they respect me, I will respect them… that’s why we cannot 
treat everybody the same.  Some of them are so troublesome, we don’t want to 
do any business with them.  They will waste my time and make me angry.  If 
they make me angry I will teach them a lesson, if not better I use my time to 
do other things, right?” 
    
      (Tonni, Chalet operator, Air Batang) 
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Tonni expresses a need to have control over his work.  He refuses to accept being 
treated disrespectfully and will retaliate against tourists who behave inappropriately.  
His decision to stand firm in response to tourist pressures stems from the frequency 
and proximity he has with tourists.  Like many chalets and restaurants, South Pacific 
Chalets was built with Tonni’s home as the starting point (see Picture 8.).  This means 
that tourists are always present in plain sight whether he is at work or resting in his 
home.  Without some control of his work space (and control over ‘bad tourists’), 
tourist demands are likely to overwhelm his daily routines and make his job more 
difficult, if not impossible.  There is also the possibility that without some control, 
tourist demands can spill into his private space with tourists searching for service or a 
glimpse of how locals live. 
         
 
  
Picture 8. Sample sketch of common home-chalet-restaurant layout. 
 
As a result, many locals like Tonni attempt to exercise some form of control over the 
businesses they run.  They work according to their own standards, have rules which 
 73
they expect tourists to follow, and to some extent choose the tourists they wish to do 
business with.  For the local community, these are practical measures taken to protect 
their well being while they make a living from tourism. 
 
6.2 Establishing Control in the “Borderzones” 
 
--- Stereotyping for Organization, Management & Profit maximization 
 
 Oriol Pi-Sunyer (1978) has discovered in his study of Cap Lloc, a coastal 
village on the Coasta Brava in Catalonia that the growth of tourism alters the way the 
locals perceived tourists.  Initially, when tourists arrive at a new destination, locals 
regard them as guests and treat them as individuals.  However with the advent of mass 
tourism, such personalized relationships are no longer possible given the sheer 
numbers of tourists, and so locals create ‘ethnic typologies’ to help them understand 
the different types of tourists and how to relate to them.  This observation is echoed 
by Crick (1989) who suggests that as locals interact with tourists over a span of time, 
they soon become capable of making finer distinctions between the different types of 
tourists, often based on the tourist’s primary identity, his or her nationality.  Yet, 
whether or not tourists are categorized into ‘ethnic typologies’ or ‘nationalities’, some 
form of distinction is made by the locals in order to better understand the tourists.     
 
Similarly, tourists who visit SPC are mentally sorted out and defined by Tonni 
based on his first impression.  Rather than the ethnicity or nationality of the tourist, 
the first thing he looks out for is whether the tourist is traveling alone or with 
someone.  Because SPC’s pricing is midrange, solo travelers tend to be unwilling to 
 74
bear the full cost of a chalet, especially so for the younger travelers who come to Air 
Batang.  Knowing through experience, Tonni admits solo tourists are not worth his 
attention because they will “almost always try to bargain”, so instead of welcoming 
the solo traveler he busies himself with chores like sweeping the floor or watching 
television, to the usual disgust of the lone tourist standing by the reception counter 
waiting to be acknowledged.  This indifference and somewhat unfriendly attitude 
comes across strongly to the tourists who talk about such bad experiences openly at 
the beach bars during the night, “that guy’s [Tonni] a total dick, he doesn’t know how 
to do business at all”, “he’s all proud and stuff, what a stupid Muslim”.  Even more 
unwelcome at his chalets are the tourists Tonni labels as “orang hippies” which refers 
to scruffy looking Caucasian tourists, somewhat hippie looking with long hair and 
worn out clothing he regards as “dirty” and “potential drug users”, and “troublesome 
tourists” which refers to groups of young travelers whom he suspects will consume 
alcohol and get drunk on his premises.  These two types of tourists are immediately 
turned away from his chalet with him claiming that there are no rooms available for 
rent.  Tonni prides himself on being a good Muslim, and tries his best to disassociate 
himself from anyone who might be a compromise to this identity.  Apart from his 
religious conviction, Tonni says he is choosy of his guests because of an incident he 
clearly recalls that took place in the early 1980s.  In that incident, Tonni shared that a 
local man and a tourist got into a drunken brawl that resulted in the death of the 
former.  According to Tonni, that was the first and only time a human life was taken 
on the island.  The fact that it occurred because the tourist had access to alcohol (at a 
time when alcohol was not freely accessible), makes it plausible that such a tragedy 
can happen again.  Tonni is not simply trying to avoid trouble and be a good Muslim, 
 75
but he also feels strongly responsible about protecting his family and the wellbeing of 
his neighbors.                  
 
Hospitality at SPC however privileges family travelers.  When a family of 
tourists strolls up the concrete foot path that runs through the kampong, Tonni is 
immediately out by the porch waving and smiling at the family.  He initiates the 
encounter by asking the family if they would like to have some cold drinks in his 
restaurant and even offers to allow them to leave their bags behind so as to go look for 
accommodations.  Often, this strategy works to secure them as customers because 
most traveling families come from Germany, Denmark and the UK and have traveled 
a great deal just to get to the island.  They are tired from the journey and 
uncomfortably hot in the humidity.  Once they have ordered their drinks, Tonni asks 
them where they are from and for how many days they plan to stay on the island.  
Finally when the ice is broken, he introduces himself as the manager and tells them 
the rates of the available rooms.  His demeanor throughout is patient and friendly, 
with no sign of hard selling his chalets.  According to Tonni, family tourists from 
Germany, Denmark and the UK are the friendliest and often choose to stay at the SPC 
because the place is clean, spacious, located a shorter distance away from the jetty, 
and because he provides them with good “European service” (which means he offers 
the chargeable services of serving them breakfast at their chalets and laundry 
services). 
   
I once observed him with a Japanese family.  They were of the “family type” 
and because they were Japanese, I assumed them to be wealthy enough (my own 
stereotype) to be worth Tonni’s effort.  I looked on and anticipated the same eager 
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welcome and invite into SPC for a refreshing drink.  But Tonni did nothing.  I soon 
found out that like the ‘solo tourist’, the ‘orang hippies’ and the ‘troublesome youths’, 
that ‘Japanese families’ were not worth the effort because “they don’t understand 
English, and they always know to go further up to find the [other Japanese] people at 
the [Japanese] dive center”.  Tonni does not discriminate against the ‘Japanese family 
tourists’, but rather Japanese tourists in general because of their exclusivity and 
propensity to only patronize other Japanese businesses.  ‘European family’ groups are 
preferred by Tonni because he sees them as more willing to spend on comfort in terms 
of accommodation and food, be better behaved and hence generally safer.  Hence 
while kampong Air Batang’s tourists are predominately younger European tourists 
who travel with friends, the infrequent oddity of the ‘European family’ tourists are 
regarded as prized opportunities not to be missed (infrequent because I only observed 
4 such families throughout my 55 days in the field).  Furthermore in the tourism 
industry where international tourists are less likely to return, Tonni has discovered 
that ‘European family’ tourists possess the greatest potential for return.  Of the three 
sea facing chalets, one is partly owned by a German couple who arrived with their 
family in the 1990s, fell in love with the island, became friends with Tonni and his 
family, and came up with the idea of co-owning a property which they can call their 
summer home whenever they return to the island.  They financed the building of the 
unit, and allow Tonni to rent it out to others when they are away, and in return they 
are served free food, laundry service and lodging for whenever they came back to Air 
Batang.  Apparently, they return every other year and Tonni and his family has on one 
occasion even visited them and lived at their residence in Germany.  Tonni recognizes 
that such friendship and reciprocity is hard to come by in the tourism industry where 
the people he meets generally display no desire for true friendship. 
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The ‘tourist couple’ forms the bulk of SPC’s clientele, reflecting the general 
trend of travel arrangements observed among tourists who visit kampong Air Batang.  
Yet among the homogenous looking group of Caucasian couples, Tonni has learned 
how to tell them apart.  Type of baggage, clothing, comfort accessories and other 
material possessions give clues to where the tourists originate from, where they are 
heading, and what activities they might pursue on the island.  For example, according 
to Tonni, the majority who travel with backpacks tend to come from Scandinavia and 
Europe, travel for at least a month to the rest of Southeast Asia, and trek or scuba dive 
on the island while the few with suitcases come from Holland or Germany, stay 
longer on the island, are often older and spend their time reading books they brought 
along.  Travelers who dress casually in simple clothing are Europeans, while those 
with big flashy sunglasses, sun dresses, bright surf shorts, tattoos and ipods come 
from the USA and Australia.  With these indicators, Tonni greets each couple fully 
accented in their own language.  He considers older travelers as genuinely more 
friendly, as they take the time to talk and find out more about him and his family, 
whereas younger tourists are more cautious and only talk to the locals when they want 
information.  Younger tourists also make more demands when it comes to ordering 
and waiting for their food and according to Tonni, “they open their mouths only to 
complain and ask for something”.  Associated with their material culture and 
spending habits, Tonni shared his understanding of other countries, by describing the 
Scandinavians as wealthy but thrifty and simple, not spending lavishly on 
accommodation, clothing and the type of food they order, “the Denmark and Sweden 
people like to try our local food, they like it and they will tell my wife [the chef] that 
the food is very good… sometimes they say to put less chili because it is too hot for 
them, sometimes they just want us to special cook vegetables and fruits [no meat and 
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diary products] for them”.  The tourists from the UK and UAE on the other hand, 
were said to be fussy eaters, “we are Halal also, but they [Arabs] tell us to put this and 
then don’t put that, sometimes it is very difficult to earn their money”.  Germans are 
Tonni’s preferred guests because they are considered “generous” and “friendly”, 
possibly because of his experience and friendship with that particular German family.  
In contrast, Tonni regards the younger tourists from USA and Australia to be “stingy” 
and “cheap”, even though they display the most luxurious material possessions.  Table 
1. below, summarizes how tourists are ranked by Tonni (other chalet operators differ 
slightly in their ranking and categories for various reasons): 
 
Ranking Types of Tourists Worthy of Effort Reasons 
1 (Best) European family Yes, active wooing Great potential 
rewards 
2 Couple tourist Yes, attention 
given 
Potential rewards 
3 Group tourist Yes, attention 
given 
Potential rewards 
4 Solo tourist No, ignore Less chance for reward 
for effort + bargaining 
5 Japanese tourist No, ignore No reward for effort 
6 Hippie tourist No, actively reject Potential danger 
7 (Worst) Troublesome youth tourist No, actively reject Potential danger 
Table 1. Tonni’s Ranking of Tourist Preferential. 
 
The locally devised categories and ranking of tourists as shown in Table 1. 
(and its variations conceptualized by other locals) reflect a range of contextual 
considerations such as the avoidance of conflict and danger, the preservation of one’s 
religious identity and ultimately the profitability from the encounter.  The stereotypes 
are therefore not universal but contextual, and used for organizing one’s actions in 
order to best manage the encounter.  Tonni and his peers categorize and stereotype as 
a method to anticipate the needs of the tourist, and to identify the potential trouble 
makers that they know might be difficult to control, and thus safer to avoid.  Since 
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this imposition of tourist identity is not opened for contestation, stereotyping and 
categorizing the tourist (specifically according to the size of the travel group, their 
nationality and age group) allows Tonni and other local chalet operators to channel 
their limited effort into achieving maximum returns and control over their 
environment with minimal complications.     
 
However, there are many occasions when such profiling backfires.  Having 
traveled a long and tiring journey in a day, some tourists take offence when Tonni 
inaccurately categorizes them and greets them “guten-tag” or “bonjour” instead of 
“hello”.  Discrimination, stereotype and prejudice are present even amongst tourists, 
and being associated as ‘the other’ despite the friendly intent can be insulting.  Thus 
the correct imposition of stereotypes on tourists can result in potential rewards and 
easy management of the encounter while the incorrect imposition can lead to a 
potential disaster and an awkward encounter.  Thankfully for Tonni, who surprised 
me with “konichiwa” as much as I surprised him back with “ni how” and then spoke 
fluently in English, most tourists find the mismatch more amusing and funny than 
insulting.   
 
6.3 Setting the Rule of Interaction 
 
--- Mutual Respect in the “Borderzones” 
Apart from relying on stereotypes to guide, organize and retain control over 
their interactions with the tourist, locals put in place a cardinal rule to govern all 
encounters.  The purpose of such a rule is to ensure that the outcome of every 
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encounter between the tourist and the local is predictably conflict free and amicable.  
This golden rule of interaction is mutual respect, and it has its roots in Malay culture. 
 
Respect is constitutive of the Malay culture (Zaki, 2003), and every individual 
in Tioman’s Malay community is taught this essential component of being Malay at 
an early age.  Through the daily practice of Malay customs, known also as ‘adat’, the 
community’s youths are socialized into showing mutual respect for one another.  This 
is especially observable when such respect is routinized into the daily greetings and 
well wishes exchanged among the Tioman community.  Whenever peers meet, they 
greet one another with the ‘verbal salam’ and exchange ‘salam handshakes’, a 
handshake that combines the universal extension of a right arm for a handshake with 
its immediate retraction towards the heart to symbolize sincerity in the meeting and 
the closeness of the other’s presence.  When an individual acknowledges the presence 
of an elder, the ‘salam handshake’ incorporates a kiss of the elder’s hand as an 
additional sign of respect.  The regard for these respected forms of greetings is high 
among the local community, and because respect is essentially grounded in 
reciprocity and traced back to parental supervision, mutual sanctions and reminders 
keep the element of respect an integral and central part of life among the island 
community. 
 
The expectation of mutual respect that characterizes the Malay community and 
maintains its social stability not only governs interaction within the community, but is 
extended towards all visitors to the island.  To the locals, mutual respect is therefore a 
fundamental principle required in all forms of relationships and interactions.  As 
expressed by Tonni, “when they come to our home, they should respect our ways, we 
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like tourists because they bring us money, they respect us and we will respect them”.  
Although the ways in which respect is expected, demonstrated and accepted are 
contextually determined and thus difficult to operationalize in the field, its absence 
had resulted in numerous conflict ridden interactions that made this particular local 
form of mutual respect clearly and operationally visible.  The breakdown in congenial 
interactions due to the lack of mutual respect had occurred repeatedly over two 
specific kinds of encounters observed at the work place.  The first kind of encounter 
involved the tourists bargaining for various services.  The second kind of encounter 
involved the tourists complaining about specific local ways of doing things.   
 
6.4 Breaking the Rule of Interaction 
 
--- Hard Bargaining & Disciplinary Action in the “Borderzones” 
 
Causey (2003) explains that most tourists bargain not because they cannot 
afford to pay for whatever they wish to purchase, but because they feel consciously 
vulnerable in an environment and situation in which they lack familiarity.  They 
perceive the locals as untrustworthy individuals out to take advantage of them, and 
bargain in order to preserve their integrity and to avoid being ‘ripped off’.  Others 
bargain because doing so is part of being on a holiday, doing something they do not 
usually do back home.  All in all, bargaining is part of how the tourists explore 
alternative behaviors and test boundary limits in a “borderzone” or “utopic” space. 
   
On Tioman, tourists mainly bargain for cheaper service prices.  This is 
because commodity selling is not a lucrative venture and makes up only a small 
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portion of the island’s tourism trade.  Instead, services such as the provision of 
accommodations, food and beverages, massages, professional courses and nature 
guiding define the island’s tourist economy, reflecting the motivations of Tioman’s 
tourist arrivals.  Bargaining for cheaper services also makes sense to the tourist aware 
that unlike a commodity which is a tangible object with an absolute cost, the capital 
involved in most services is largely someone’s time and effort.  There is no real 
financial cost involved (like leading the way to the waterfall, or giving a massage), 
and can even be given away for free if chosen to.  Furthermore, many tourists refer to 
guidebooks for advice on pricing.  Some of these books are not updated with local 
price changes, and inaccurately provide tourists with lower (outdated) expectations of 
costs.  For these reasons, some tourists bargain for the services.  I observed one such 
interaction at B&J, the local dive center at Salang:   
 
Tourist: “I see you have your package prices, but don’t you have any 
more discounts… student discount?” 
Operator: “No sorry, our rates are already very cheap.” 
Tourist: “The guide is already going to be bringing a group anyway, 
can’t we just tag behind?  We really don’t need any 
supervision.” 
Operator: “The costs include tanks, weight, guide and the boat trip.  We 
cannot give you anymore discounts.  If you have your own 
gear, the diving will be cheaper.” 
Tourist: “You really can’t do a cheaper price?  I mean there are two of 
us.” 
Operator: [Shakes her head] 
 
Apart from services, I also observed some tourists to bargain for the accommodations 
they were renting.  They attempted to haggle what was RM$25 down to RM$20 per 
night for a twin sharing room, which actually works out to be a difference of less than 
US$2 or about €1.  Many locals have come to accept this bargaining as part of the 
tourists’ “Lonely Planet: Southeast Asia on a Shoe String” choice of travel, rather than 
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being a result of actual poverty, since a large sum of money was required in the first 
place for their flight into Malaysia.   
 
 Yet while many local business owners despair at the attitudes of such tourists, 
others have evolved a simple solution to deal with these ‘cheap’ tourists who, 
according to Ahmed, a local chalet operator, “just bargain and bargain, never think we 
[the locals] work very hard so charge this price, we also must make a living what!... 
down here is Tioman, not Phuket or other place, the price is real, we never make more 
expensive… they don’t respect our price, they bargain and complain, we don’t want 
their business lah”.  Besides Tonni, Ahmed and B&J dive center, other locals have 
also adopted this attitude of indifference, non-negotiation and strategy of non-service 
to ‘cheap’ tourists.  According to Boissevain (1996:14-15), the conversion of this 
particular attitude into such action is a form of “covert resistance”.  It is a response to 
resist the dominance of tourist, to ‘get back’ at him, but to do so without direct 
confrontation. 
 
I was fortunate enough to witness how Ahmed, a local chalet operator, meted 
out this non-service to a young tourist trying to bargain down the nightly rates of his 
chalet: 
 
Ahmed: “I am sorry, but I cannot give you cheaper the rooms.  If you 
like, maybe you can try the one up there [points straight up 
along the road], it is cheaper.  It is very windy, and the room 
very big, you get sea view also.” 
Tourist: “Oh great!  Thank you so much.  So we just walk along the 
path?” 
Ahmed: “Yes yes, straight only.” 
Tourist: “And what’s the name of this place?  It is on the map? [Shows 
the map to Ahmed].” 
Ahmed: “[Points to a location]” 
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Tourist: “What??? But there’s nothing there… [Then walks away 
mumbling something to his waiting partner]” 
Ahmed: “[Laughing]” 
 
From what could be heard and seen through casual observation, notably how sincerely 
apologetic Ahmed had been about not being able to give in to the bargain and going 
on to refer him to another chalet, I concluded Ahmed to be hospitable, professional, 
and friendly.  Yet I could not exactly reconcile the professionalism I had just 
witnessed with the way the tourist had abruptly walked out of the compound without 
even thanking Ahmed.  My set of stereotypes flashed, “rude, ungrateful American 
tourist”.  So while paying up for my meal, I casually commented on how rude young 
tourists were becoming these days.  That comment connected with Ahmed and he 
started, “I tell him my price, he don’t like to hear it, so I tell him something that he 
likes to hear lah!”  What had actually played out between the two was not an 
exchange I had originally imagined.  Ahmed had misled the tourist into believing that 
there was a cheaper and better chalet just up ahead by feeding him with false 
information, the exact kind of information that he knew the tourist had wanted to hear.  
In doing so, he had succeeded in momentarily capturing the tourist’s attention and 
trust, only to ridicule the trusting tourist by pointing to the kampong jetty on the map, 
“got roof top, got place to sit and sleep, got sea view, and windy, free [emphasis] you 
know, just don’t rain lah [laughs]”.  It was no wonder the tourist behaved that way. 
 
In the past, the local businesses would have strived hard to earn every tourist 
dollar they could, but that was because Tioman was relatively inaccessible and 
tourism had only just begun trickling in.  However with the reputation the island has 
established over the years, tourism today is a steady stream with tourist demands 
overwhelming the local tourist infrastructure during some months in the high season.  
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This has led to a revamp in the way the locals think about hospitality and business.  In 
a situation where economic survival is largely dependent on tourism, the locals here 
are not seen as ‘working for tourism’ or ‘begging for business’, instead they are 
clearly working for themselves and making tourism work for them.  
 
Therefore, unlike the usual tourist and local narratives that comprise of how 
one out witted the other and emerged victorious without being ‘ripped off’ by the 
other (Tucker, 2005:130), the intra-communal narratives of the Tioman locals instead 
focus on how they reject the tourist, with added emphasis on how skillfully, albeit 
sarcastically yet tactfully, they deny such individuals.  The act of denial is primary in 
the local narrative, with wit being implicitly injected to make the denial more covert 
in order to avoid a direct confrontation (Scott, 1985:29).  Denial of service is regarded 
as easy as child’s play, but a subtle denial takes experience and requires a convincing 
act, and this can only be achieved by the few who are patient and can think quickly on 
their feet.  In any case, the local narrative always highlights local control and victory 
because regardless of how witty or how blatantly the local rejects the tourist, the 
tourist is rejected only because the local ultimately intended for it to be so.  Narratives 
like such are commonplace when locals gather and talk about their work.  I once 
overheard a group of local men reenacting a conversation between a local and a 
tourist very much like the one I witnessed at Ahmed’s.  In that performance, a teenage 
male was mocking the female tourist whose role he was playing, by imitating her 
accent and gesturing as though she was twirling her hair and flirting, asking to be 
given a cheaper rate for a guided trek to the waterfall.  His friend, supposedly playing 
the local guide, replied in Malay, “[After translation] Ok, I will bring you to see a 
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waterfall.  This trek is cheaper, but the waterfall is also smaller [points to his crotch 
and the group laughs]”.    
 
Engaging in such narratives and denial of service, the Tioman locals are able 
to vent their frustrations about ‘cheap’ tourists who do not respect the prices the locals 
peg to the services they work hard to provide.  More importantly, it allows the locals 
to liberate themselves from the ‘desperate for a job’ stereotype tourists have of them 
(Evans-Pritchard, 1989:96).  The private indulgence of retelling stories about denying 
tourists and ridiculing them also provide material for communal bonding, the 
opportunity for sharing the strategies of denial, and the chance to exchange pointers 
on how to deal with the various categories of tourists (namely stereotypes by 
nationalities).  More evidently, it allows individuals to boost their way up what 
appears to be, a social hierarchy of a certain kind.  In the infinite arenas of 
competition where people compete, ‘turning away tourists’ has joined the ranks of 
one of those friendly competitions that the locals engage in (others include being the 
best at hook fishing, surfing, climbing trees, breath holding, speaking English, 
cooking etc).  As with all other competitions, being the best at something implies the 
possession of particular traits.  Being able to turn away tourists is seen by the locals as 
embodying the attributes of a strong character.  As Tonni declares, “we Malay people 
are proud people [proud of their culture], you [outsiders] cannot bully us”.  To be 
good at rejecting ‘cheap’ tourists therefore implies taking pride in one’s own work by 
not devaluating it according to the tourist’s demands; commanding courage to stand 
firm and not be pushed over by the tourist; having wit to be able to deny subtly and in 
a manner that puts the tourist in a spot; and possessing maturity to understand and 
accept the consequences of turning away potential tourist revenue.  These traits define 
 87
good personal character and good business mentality on the island, and the locals are 
not too coy to prove that they have these traits by sharing their experiences in denying 
tourists.  This was especially true for Ahmed who proudly reiterated the encounter to 
me.  He was not shy about what he had done, and neither was he afraid of sharing this 
with me, not a fellow villager but another tourist.  Services on Tioman cannot simply 
be bought at any price.       
 
However, although putting ‘cheap’ tourists in their places is a way of 
demonstrating one’s resilient character, Tonni warns that while one must take care of 
his own “maruah” (which means pride and dignity), he must also be mindful not to be 
“bongkak” (snobbish) or “riak” (arrogant).  One should therefore not go overboard in 
ridiculing the tourist because as local business owners, they also have the 
responsibility of being sensitive to the character of each tourist, and in doing so carry 
out their role as representing the island community to an international audience.  In 
other words, although the tourist may not deserve mutual respect from the local, he or 
she should not be disrespected.  Disrespect can be bad for business and is viewed as 
potentially dangerous because like mutual respect, disrespect can also be mutual.  The 
local people rationally recognize that an absence of mutual respect can turn friends 
into strangers, but the presence of disrespect can breed contempt and turn both friends 
and strangers into enemies who can deliberately try to cause harm.  Hence, mindful of 
not causing disrespect, variations of the sarcastic yet somewhat humorous way 
Ahmed had denied and misled the tourist dominate the strategies of dealing with 
cheap tourists, because as he puts it, “joke joke only, holiday supposed to be fun, tak 
marah [don’t be angry], so everyone laugh lah”. 
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6.5 Contestations for Control of the “Borderzones” 
  
--- Ethnocentrism and Local Optimism 
 
The second kind of tourist-local encounter that lacks mutual respect is 
characterized by complaints; tourists complain about the various ways locals work.  
Observing this interaction process of ‘tourist-complain-and-local-reaction’ reveals 
how differing cultural expectations are negotiated between the tourist and the local.  
The disparity in expectations can result in individual stress and when experienced 
within an unfamiliar cultural environment, is better known as “culture shock” 
(Ferrante, 2003:87-91).  Since culture shock is experienced through interacting with a 
cultural environment unfamiliar to one’s own, both tourists and locals experience 
differing degrees of culture shock.  For most of the international tourists observed to 
have visited Tioman, their journey to South East Asia was a rite of passage, 
undertaken before one started his or her education in College, or before embarking on 
a career.  South East Asia was chosen precisely because the region was perceived as 
exotic, different, and far away from home.  While some tourists regard the differences 
they experience as a fun adventure, others simply suffer from culture shock.  The 
locals on the other hand, having had numerous encounters with tourists through their 
years of work in the tourist industry, have learnt to recognize, anticipate and deal with 
these unfamiliarities.  Observing how these differing expectations are negotiated and 
managed therefore translates into observing the level of success in the tourist-local 
communication.  Successful communication is conflict free while conflict ridden 
communication marks the absence of mutual respect, and the presence of 
ethnocentrism.  
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Apart from expecting tourists to respect the prices charged and in so doing 
recognize local work efforts in making Tioman a comfortable experience for tourists, 
the local community also expects tourists to respect the ways they work.  The salience 
of this expectation is captured in Tonni’s earlier interview, in which he said “when 
they come to our home, they should respect our ways”.  The ways locals work differ 
from the idea of corporate work most tourists have in mind.  Businesses on Tioman 
are mostly small scale operations, worked on by close friends and family networks 
that are founded upon kinship, experience, knowledge and culture (Ghazali, 2005).  
As one local puts it, “if [some tourists] don’t respect how I do my business, [this] 
means they don’t respect my family also”, indicating clearly how a critique on his 
business implies a critique on his wife, son and two daughters who help out in the 
family restaurant.  Like many businesses in South East Asia, Tioman’s local 
businesses are therefore very personal ventures, with intimate associations of family, 
tradition and culture all intrinsically tied up to the economic venture (Dahles and 
Bras, 1999).  Not exercising caution when referring to the way one conducts his or her 
business can therefore result in a personal insult.     
 
One location where tourist-local encounters commonly end in complaints and 
insults is at the local restaurants.  To the locals, tourists lack mutual respect for them 
when they complain about the waiting times for food or the manner in which the food 
has been prepared.  In the first scenario, what is considered an unacceptable waiting 
time is conceived of differently between tourists and locals.  While time on Tioman 
runs in a linear fashion and measure similar to that of tourists’, the concept of time 
and the way in which the local community relates to it differs from the tourists, thus 
resulting in potential misunderstanding.  Take my order of a Ramlee Burger for 
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example.  After placing my order and paying for it, I asked how long I would have to 
wait for my order (I wanted to know because I had just returned from a trek and 
wanted a shower badly).  I was just told to “come back in 15 minutes”, so I went for a 
quick shower anticipating a hot succulent burger after a long day of walking.  When I 
returned promptly after 15 minutes, I was disappointed to find that he had not even 
heated up the cooking stove.  Disappointment turned into famished driven frustration 
when I saw that he had just taken the meat patty out from the freezer upon seeing me.  
But what could I do?  I decided that I was powerless since I had already paid for my 
burger, and ordering something else from some other restaurant would probably take 
as long.  I sat down begrudgingly and read a magazine to make the wait less painful.  
Over the next few days, I found myself becoming more impatient and more aware of 
these long waits for food.  I started to time my orders (knowing where the fastest food 
service would be useful for times I was very hungry). 
 
Restaurant Time taken for food to arrive (in minutes) 











A 44 48 59 151 25.1 
B - 61 70 131 32.75 
C 42 56 84 182 30.3 
D 31 82 80 193 32.1 
 657 29.86 
Table 2. Time Taken for Meals to Arrive.        
 
According to the table above, I calculated that it took an average of almost 
half an hour to wait for a meal on Tioman.  Not that this timing is unacceptable, but 
the fact that the restaurants I visited were never ever even more than half occupied 
made it difficult for me to comprehend how my food, which was usually as simple an 
order of Maggie goreng (which basically was fried instant noodles) could take that 
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long to prepare.  When some friends came to visit me, it took over ninety minutes for 
all our food to be served (there were eight of us, and the first order arrived only after 
fifty minutes).  Obviously, other tourists also experienced the same long wait times 
for their food.  Many times while seated alone at a table, I overheard flustered voices 
whispering “maybe they forgot our orders”.  Other times, the frustration of waiting 
escalated into frowns, gestures and whines to their travel companions “where’s my 
food, I am so hungry”.  On some occasions, hunger and impatience finally drove 
some tourists to confront the local waiter regarding his or her food order.  Whenever 
that happened, the local usually responded unhurriedly with, “Yes, your food is 
coming, cooking now, and ready soon”.  Unable to influence the fate of his or her 
meal, the tourists usually either returned to the table fuming or stomped out of the 
restaurant.  The consequence of this tension is best captured in the dialogue below 
with Chris, a tourist who was late for the morning dive: 
 
Researcher: You look pissed, what took you?   
Chris: Yeah man, what a lousy way to start the day.  Have you eaten 
at the place right next to the jetty? 
Researcher: Yup.  What, you found ants in your coffee again? 
Chris: If only I got my coffee on time I wouldn’t be so late.  All I 
ordered was toast with cheese and a coffee.  I was there at 
7:15am, can you believe that the stupid food only came 10mins 
ago [present time being 8:05am]?  I had to rush down 
everything in 5mins and run here.  The inefficiency of these 
people, there simply is no sense of responsibility, no urgency at 
all!   
Researcher: You really are pissed. 
Chris: Yeah and I’m never ever going to eat there again.  It doesn’t 
matter how early you order your food.  Those lazy bums just 
take their business for granted.  We should stop going there.  
Maybe they will realize they need to work on their customer 
service.  What a whacked, lazy bunch of people! 
 
The contrast of tourists being utterly frustrated from the long wait times for 
their food with the unflustered demeanor of the local waiters indicates a clear 
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mismatch in the tourist-local relation to time.  The consequence of this mismatch is 
individual stress or a degree of culture shock.  For the tourists, this miscommunication 
of time expectations develops into an annoyance that compels tourists who once 
described the local community as “friendly, simple and carefree” to regard them 
instead as “inefficient, lazy, lack of responsibility and urgency, and backward”.  
Prejudices that were dormant and concealed within the tourists, surface during these 
frustrated times.  I had witnessed tourists barging into kitchens just to make known 
their unhappiness at waiting, and to ensure the chef was not idling.  Some ‘polite’ 
tourists asked to speak with the manager, and suggested ways they felt could speed up 
the local operation.  In cases where the food prepared was considered not tasty or 
even palatable, tourists have stormed into kitchens to inspect the level of hygiene, and 
to mete out instructions for it to be cooked again.  In every situation, the tourists were 
involved in handing out recommendations, instructions, and in some cases, 
surveillance and direct supervision.  They appeared to be sneering at the locals and 
affirming their superiority (Smith, 1989b).  The main cause for such behavior was the 
regard of the local system of work as being too “slow” hence “inefficient”, and 
therefore “backward” by the tourist.  The tourist’s suggestions on the other hand were 
regarded as “fast” and hence “efficient”, and therefore rationally suitable for local 
adoption.  It is specifically such tourist interventions that local restaurant owners 
regard as rude and disrespectful, linking the criticisms of their food and business to 
their family, culture and ultimately their way of life. 
      
The desire for speed, urgency and efficiency are features of corporate 
capitalist productivity that characterizes the home societies of tourists.  The regard of 
local methods as inefficient and problematic as measured according to such standards, 
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therefore clearly indicates a degree of ethnocentrism among the tourists.  Although 
well hidden most of the time, ethnocentrism becomes apparent whenever the tourists’ 
perfect holiday meets with any form of disruption.  Tourists, who value individualism, 
especially become disappointed when their vacations over which they are supposed to 
have maximum control, do not turn out as planned (Graburn, 1989).  They are then 
quick to identify the problem, criticize it, evaluate the solutions, and offer advice to 
the locals on how to ‘fix the problem’.  Admitted one tourist, “they [the locals] are 
very inefficient in the ways they do things, they don’t seem very smart… we give 
constructive suggestions on how to get things right the first time, we don’t just 
complain on empty grounds you know”.  Matthew (1977) builds on this ethnocentric 
behavior amongst tourists, by suggesting that their mentalities of labeling anything 
local as inferior to their own, and then acting to impose corrective measures, as initial 
manifestations of neocolonialism (1977:21).  Proponents of neocolonialism like 
Bodley (2008) has shown empirically the movement of tourists from developed 
economies to less developed economies and the alterations these tourists have made to 
destinations through their various ‘improvements’.  The pretext of tourism as 
neocolonialism, “satisfy tourist demands, or lose tourism business”, therefore 
becomes a reality when local priorities are directed towards the satisfaction of 
tourists’ demands. 
 
      With this understanding, tourists like Chris, who threatened commercial 
boycott unless the restaurant prepared and served its food orders in a shorter more 
‘tourist-acceptable time’, hint at the prospect of a neocolonialist form of tourism on 
Tioman.  The act of Chris withholding his tourist dollar in order to coerce change is a 
sign of this phenomenon.  Yet this independent exploitative behavior is not the 
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tourist’s only strategy in exercising his power.  Rather than keeping his bad 
experience to himself, he, like most tourists on Tioman exchange stories and 
experiences while engaging in activities together and having drinks at the bar.  These 
tourist interactions provide the opportunity for one tourist to influence the decision 
making of other tourists, such as where to visit and where to avoid.  This is because 
tourists themselves form a fraternity, a “communitas”, based on their common 
identities as tourists and outsiders in a foreign territory (Franklin, 2003:439).  Within 
the context of the touristic journey as a stage of liminality, solidarity, camaraderie and 
trust develops quickly amongst tourists (Holden, 2005:148), and the personal 
narrative becomes a prized form of goodwill for tourists wanting to minimize 
unnecessary risk taking and maximize pleasure.  Others, like Sarah, a British tourist, 
take experience sharing to another level.  They write about their experiences on the 
internet, and specifically mention bad experiences as an altruistic warning for 
potential travelers.  The tourist’s neocolonial power is therefore a combination of both 
a direct and indirect economic leverage over the local.  The tourist has control over 
his or her own tourist dollar, and potentially that of other tourists.  The consequences 
of individual actions of boycott and bad publicity can be disastrous for any business 
revenue, leaving the only rational solution available for the business owners to be for 
them to give in to tourists’ demands, take customer feedback seriously, and put into 
effect the various changes demanded. 
 
 Amidst such tourist attitudes and the realities of their economic threats, local 
business owners are sensibly aware of their options.  Yet, many have decided upon a 
course of action that suggests otherwise.  Interacting with local business operators, I 
found it clearly apparent that neither their attitudes towards the tourists nor the 
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manner in which they ran their business seemed to have changed much despite the 
harsh realities.  I spoke with the manager of the restaurant by the jetty (the place Chris 
had complained about), and asked her some questions; whether there were any areas 
in her business she would like to change or improve; if she was aware that some 
tourists were unhappy with their dining experience at her restaurant; whether or not 
she agreed with their concerns; and if she was worried about such tourists affecting 
her business.  She answered that her restaurant business has been for many years, 
sound, operational and able to provide her and her family with sufficient income.  She 
shared that while she worked mostly alone taking orders and preparing food, she gets 
assistance from her two children who help take orders, serve, wash, and clean the 
restaurant when they are not busy at school.  She is also keenly aware of unhappy 
tourists because they often showed the unhappiness on their faces, and popped their 
heads into the kitchen to see what she was doing.  Some would kick up a big fuss, 
gesturing and speaking so quickly that she could never really understand them.  
Although it was clear to her that they were mostly unhappy about the time she took to 
prepare their food, she could not understand why they were always in a rush even 
though they were on holiday and should be relaxing.  She despises the tourists who 
called her and her children “lazy” and considers them arrogant people for passing 
such accusations without even understanding the process and time involved in 
preparing the food (in her kitchen for example, she only has one heating stove so 
dishes had to be cooked individually one after the other).  She also spoke about some 
tourists not liking her cooking and asking for “fish and chips” or “grilled chicken” 
instead of what was available on the menu.  This amused her on some days, but 
irritated her on others, because in her opinion, a traveler should always be receptive 
and eat what the locals ate.  Already her menu included western items like pancakes, 
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fries, scrambled eggs, toasts with sunny side up, if these could not satisfy the tourists, 
she wondered if they should even be traveling at all in the first place.  The food she 
offers in the menu is authentically Malay in style and ingredients and is similar to 
what she prepares for her family, friends and neighbors.  She therefore finds it 
insulting that some would regard her cooking as repulsive enough to refuse.  On the 
other hand, she always enjoys watching tourists sample her food for the first time, 
especially the spicy dishes, and show their appreciation by signaling to her with their 
thumbs up.  These tourists, she claims to like and respect.  Finally, she very briefly 
admitted that she did not care if these unhappy tourists were not to return or if they 
were to tell others not to eat at her restaurant.  She called these people “cerewat” 
(fussy) and “kecil hati” (petty), and lamented that these people would always be 
unhappy wherever they went.  She could not see how they could affect her restaurant 
business because there would always be other tourists.  She also pointed out the fact 
that during the low season, she and the other families would take turns opening their 
restaurant so as not to compete with the little business available on the island.        
 
This interview with the restaurant owner reveals a few issues.  Firstly, it 
confirms that the problems pointed out by the tourists are indeed ‘culturally defined’ 
because they are not regarded as problems by the locals.  Secondly, that 
ethnocentrism is present amongst some tourists who act in ways absent of mutual 
respect, insulting the locals.  Thirdly, that the local people are not adverse to change 
because certain changes have been made with the tourists’ recommendations in mind 
(such as the basic western dishes added to the menu).  Fourthly, that such changes 
were clearly implemented because of the locals’ own desire to do so and not because 
of any external coercion (the introduction of the few western dishes for example, was 
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a rational choice by the locals given that the dishes were easy to introduce requiring 
the ingredients that were already available, and serving them would clearly result in 
an increase in revenue given their popularity with the tourists for breakfast).  Fifthly, 
that the tourists who show appreciation of the local culture are mutually respected, 
liked, and welcomed.  Sixthly, that the locals are aware that some tourists have 
difficult personalities which reinforces the point that the problems they point out are 
personal troubles and not real problems.  And finally, that tourism has proven to be 
both a profitable and dependable industry on the island to have the locals embrace 
optimism and economic cooperation. 
 
6.6 Retaining Control of the “Borderzones” 
 
--- Neocolonialism and Communal Unity 
 
 The absence of mutual respect in tourist-local interactions on Tioman is made 
visible through bargains and complaints.  In both situations, the tourist attempts to 
impose his will and demands on the local.  And in both situations, the local remains in 
control of the situation and successfully resists against the tourist’s will irregardless of 
the measures taken by the tourist.  How is this possible given the local community’s 
dependence on tourism?  Given that some tourists bring with them attitudes and 
behaviors that are unattractive, why do the locals still desire more tourist arrivals?  
How can they remain so optimistic despite these poor experiences with tourism?   
 
Nash (1977, 1989) and other neocolonial theorists argue that tourism involves 
relationships of power in which tourists from the metropolitan societies have an 
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economic advantage over tourism dependent societies, thereby having the power to 
induce host societies into supplying whatever the tourists demand.  Observations thus 
far suggest that such power relations however, do not necessarily lead to such resolve 
on Tioman.  Rather than giving in to the demands of tourists in order to reap the 
economic benefits tourists potentially deliver, the island community distinctively 
exhibits some kind of ‘communal unity’ that gives them the strength to prevent this 
from happening.  Incidences of non-compliance, non-service, ridicule and communal 
cooperation documented in detail from the encounters in the chalets and restaurant 
demonstrate the locals prioritizing themselves over the tourists, and the strength of 
this ‘communal unity’ in resisting against giving in to tourist demands. 
  
 At the chalets, Tonni and other chalet managers regularly turn away tourists 
whom they do not wish to accommodate on their premises, whether it is because they 
are perceived to be untrustworthy and dangerous, susceptible to engaging in behaviors 
the owners prefer to distance themselves from, or simply because they refuse to pay 
the prices set by the owners.  They do this by claiming the unavailability of rooms or 
just plain ignoring the tourists.  Similarly, Ahmed’s refusal to grant bargaining 
tourists their wish of paying less for their rooms and his subsequent ridicule of them, 
hint of the presence of this communal strength and unity that seems to work against 
the local’s economic rational interest.  Instead of treating every tourist as a potential 
customer and contributor of revenue, both Tonni’s and Ahmed’s decision to turn 
away tourists act against their interest in profit maximization.  In Tonni’s case, he 
chooses to forgo the chance to earn by being selective about his guests even though 
rooms are available at his chalet.  In the case of Ahmed, his decision earns him 
nothing even though accepting the bargain would ultimately have earned him some 
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revenue albeit a smaller profit margin.  Furthermore making fun of tourists constantly 
runs the risks of ruining the reputation of his chalet amongst the tourist community, 
damaging his business even more.   
 
 At the restaurants, increasing the pace of food preparation could lead to a 
greater amount of customer turn over in the same period of time, hence generating a 
greater volume of sales and revenue.  Increasing this speed would also keep tourists 
happy, while acting on their feedback to create and offer familiar dishes like fish and 
chips and chicken chops could possibly increase customer satisfaction, food orders 
and overall profits as well.  However, restaurant owners like the macik (a respectful 
way of addressing an elderly female) at the restaurant by the jetty, choose to ignore 
these demands and the feedback of tourists, and instead regard their complaints as 
shortcomings in the tourist’s character, and continue to run their restaurants like they 
have done for many years. 
 
 None of these local responses to the demands of tourists make any economic 
sense, nor do they show a local community caving in to the demands of the tourists 
like how neocolonial theorists propose.  How is it possible, that a community so 
consciously aware of its dependence on tourism revenue, take actions that are so 
economically irrational and yet retain control over tourists?  Looking from the 
standpoint of neocolonialists then, what is occurring on Tioman is unique as it goes 
directly against the grain of the assumptions of neocolonialists.  The Tioman situation 
is as unique as the local community involved, and their responses to tourism have to 
be understood within the contextualized conditions of the tourism dynamics on the 
island.  Situating these responses in context therefore centers the examination on the 
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unique communal unity found resonating from the local community.  This ‘communal 
unity’ is therefore a new cultural form that has emerged from the dynamics of 
tourism, and has provided the locals with the strength to retain control over tourists 
and reject their demands. 
  
There are two components to this unique ‘communal unity’ that Tioman’s 
local community exhibits.  The first component is optimism.  Tioman’s local people 
have a very optimistic outlook with regards to the profitability of the tourism industry 
on the island.  I find this degree of optimism on the island a lot more evident than 
what I had experienced on nearby islands in Indonesia and Thailand.  On those 
islands, local vendors were more than willing to meet my demands and requests as a 
customer.  For example, on a recent trip to Bali, I was able to persuade a local dive 
operator to charge me USD$10 instead of USD$30 for his guiding service.  I was 
similarly successful in bargaining down the daily room rates for my beach front 
accommodation in Phuket.  I account for such obliging behavior to be due to the 
competitive nature of their business environment and their understanding that tourists 
are not always guaranteed (tourist arrivals in Phuket after the 2004 Tsunami and in 
Bali after the 2005 Bombings were in the trenches).  The local vendors in these places 
therefore exhibited a sort of ‘seize the opportunity’ mentality, grabbing any chance to 
earn the tourist dollar even if that meant accepting a lower price for their hard work 
and services.  For Tioman’s locals, the high level of optimism about both the current 
and future state of the business climate influences their attitudes towards the tourists 
as well as the way they do their work.  Yet, it must also be qualified that this 
optimism is not based on ‘gut feeling’ but on learned past experiences, knowledge 
about the global context and empirical observations.  Working through previous 
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experiences such as the 1997 Asian Financial Crisis that griped much of Asia, the 
locals learned that a regional economic downturn does not necessarily spell doom for 
their island businesses.  Tourist arrivals continued to increase from 1997 to 1999 
(Ainul Raihan, 2003), contributing to a steady flow of income that allowed local small 
scale businesses like Bamboo Hill Chalets and Nazri’s Place to upgrade their facilities 
and expand their operations.  Speaking to various Singapore based tour organizers 
regarding the current economic recession that has engulfed global economies since 
late 2008, I found out that while they had to adjust pricing and drive sales with more 
aggressive marketing, the overall sales figure had not dipped despite the gloom and 
doom atmosphere that has shrouded Singapore’s society.  Uncle Ben, one of the 
owners of Tioman’s Paya Beach Resort and owner of the in-house dive center, also 
shared that business has been soaring unexpectedly.  Speaking to him in March 2009, 
I was told that the reservations for rooms and diving have already been put in months 
in advance.  Arranging for a weekend of diving used to be as simple as giving Uncle 
Ben a call a week or even a couple of days before the intended travel, now bookings 
had to be made a month in advance because of the high demand for limited rooms.  
This is unprecedented.  The locals’ awareness of Tioman being a travel destination of 
‘all economic seasons’, whether boom or depression is best summarized in my chat 
with Rami, a local dive guide: 
  
Researcher: How’s work, Rami?  Haven’t seen you since season closing! 
Rami: Wah, now very busy.  Everyday here also have divers, after 
your group, 2:30pm I got some Japanese divers. 
Researcher: Ya, looks like Tioman no recession [laughs]. 
Rami: Have recession also never mind.  People still must holiday and 
relax correct?  People like you, recession cannot pay to go far, 
so come Tioman now.  Other people when working, have 
money but no have the time to travel.  Now they no job to do, 
can use the money come here relax a bit, learn diving, suntan.  
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That’s why you see a lot of the Japanese and white people here.  
Like that lah.   
 
Rami, as well as other locals involved in the island’s tourist industry, are aware of the 
advantages of Tioman being an affordable travel destination in both richer and poorer 
times.  The non-discriminatory ‘one price for all tourists’ and the primacy of services 
rather than products, also guarantee that profits will not dampen as long as actual 
tourist arrivals keep increasing.  The locals have thus seen and experienced both in the 
past and in the present, the increase in tourist arrivals year after year irregardless of 
the state the global economy is in.  This awareness and their knowledge of how 
Tioman has a ready pool of customers from both near and far irregardless of how the 
global scheme of economics is fairing, enable the locals to carry such optimism with 
them as they interact with tourists and go about their daily work.  As the macik 
confidently claimed, “there will always be other tourists, more tourists”.     
 
 The other component in ‘communal unity’ is local pride.  Local pride is partly 
a derivative from local optimism, of having confidence that the services they provide 
on the island are inelastic to their constant (and increasing) demand by tourist arrivals.  
This pride in the confidence of their business empowers local chalet operators like 
Tonni and Ahmed to be discerning about their guests, to not negotiate with 
bargainers, and to be selective in their employment of work effort.  As such, rather 
than treat every tourist equally, Tonni attempts to befriend some tourists while 
choosing to ignore others based on his perceived notions of the category of stereotype 
the tourists belonged to.  His preferential treatment of some tourists is therefore an 
economically rational decision calculated to reap maximum returns with the 
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employment of minimum work effort, that is founded upon the pride and confidence 
he has in his business, framed within an optimistic business outlook.  
  
Secondly, Tonni’s proclamation, “we Malay people are proud people, you 
cannot bully us” indicates a sense of communal solidarity and pride in the face of 
oppressive big bullies.  Such pride is a response to the apparent disproportionate 
power and position held by the locals and the tourists (Boissevain, 1996:6-7).  As 
Crick (1989) had pointed out, the economic inequalities in tourism create a situation 
where the tourist is at play and the local is at work.  To the locals, this situates the 
tourists as individuals who have come temporarily to have fun, while it is the job of 
the locals to facilitate this.  The locals are therefore clearly aware that the tourists 
have no right to demand change, nor tell them how to live their lives and how to do 
their work.  The fine line between the idea of service and servitude, and the fact that 
tourists view and behave as though the locals are “desperate for hire” and “will do 
anything for their money” contribute to this idea of tourists as foreign oppressors, who 
regard their money and their ways to be superior in every way over the locals’.  
Evidently, local pride emerges as the defense mechanism against such foreign 
bullying, and takes the form of various seemingly aloof and uncompromising 
measures.  Ahmed exhibited this pride when he chose to forgo revenue by not 
accepting the bargain.  He had decided to value his integrity over profits, and resisted 
the tourist’s economic-bullying by not giving in and going on to make fun of the 
tourist.  Restaurant owners similarly demonstrate the presence of this reactionary 
pride against foreign oppression by staying aloof, not considering tourists demands 
and instead viewing the tourists’ various dissatisfactions as signs of individual 
character flaws.  Again, these common place scenarios on Tioman are not so common 
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on Bali and in Phuket, in fact, we so often hear these places as being labeled “too 
westernized” or “too touristy” by the travel community.  These terms have yet to be 
labeled on Tioman even though the island has experienced years of tourism.  In sum, 
local pride is a unique mechanism Tioman’s local community uses to over turn power 
relations and ‘fight back against the oppressors’, saying “[you cannot bully us,] we 
are better than you, we don’t need your foreign money, but you need us (to survive on 
Tioman) instead”.   
 
 Finally, local pride also emerges as a direct response to tourist insults.  These 
insults take two forms.  The first form of insult comes from tourists who bargain.  By 
bargaining to lower the prices of the services provided, tourists unwittingly 
demonstrate a lack of respect for the locals who offer the services, and who are 
sensitive to the reciprocity of mutual respect.  This is because prices on Tioman are 
single-tiered, meaning that any particular service has only one price, and that one 
price is to be borne by any tourist irregardless of his or her background.  Such non-
discriminatory pricing is opposed to that of other popular tourist destinations like 
Phuket or Bali where price discrimination is openly practiced.  Secondly because 
services and products are priced this way on the island, locals strongly associate their 
prices with the services’ actual worth, ‘worth’ being a calculated measure of the real 
financial costs involved in order to provide the service as well as the human effort 
needed.  There are no false high prices to mask the actual values of the services here 
on Tioman.  Everything is priced as it is actually valued, and so bargaining for a lower 
price suggests to the local that the tourist disagrees with the actual value pegged to the 
service, in so far as to consider it to be of a lower value, thereby insulting the local 
vendor who priced his service partly according to what he considers his own effort to 
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be worth.  The second form of insult comes from tourists who, unimpressed with the 
pace of work, complain about the time taken for food preparation and criticize the 
business operation of the restaurant.  This insults the locals involved in the business 
who feel strongly that as tourists venturing into the territories of other people, they 
should be mindful and respectful of the differences and not be overtly disgruntle.  
Their ethnocentric behavior of comparing local standards with their own shows an 
obvious lack of respect for the local culture.   
 
 Tioman’s communal unity is therefore made of up local pride and optimism, 
which is a combination of actual pride against giving in to foreign bullying in one’s 
own home, and a rationally calculated awareness of the outcome of such actions.  This 
unity is contextually unique and gives the locals the strength to take apparently 
irrational economic actions in order to resist against giving in to tourist demands.  It is 
also a new cultural form that has emerged and evolved through the dynamics of 
tourism and the various local-tourist interactions.  In this case of Pulau Tioman, the 
presence of local pride and optimism clearly overturn the myth of the power of the 
tourist dollar.  Compared with the number of times I managed to have things done my 
way as a paying tourist in Bali and Phuket, the locals on Tioman have proven that 


















Jetties, Beaches and Bars 
 
 Encounters between tourists and locals take place mostly in the “borderzones” 
of the local chalets and restaurants.  Beyond these spaces, encounters still occur daily 
but at much lower frequencies in outer-region “borderzones”, spaces that are further 
away from the primary “borderzones” of the chalets, restaurants and the local homes.  
This, I observed to be due to the locals’ preference to avoid tourists after their work 
hours.  They return to their homes located away from tourist establishments and spend 
the night with their families and friends.  Those who live where they work, close their 
restaurants and shops for the day, and head back behind curtain walls with their 
family and friends to watch television.  Even chalet operators retire in the evening 
after the arrival of the last scheduled ferry to the kampong, leaving guests of the 
chalet alone and on their own unlike the 24 hourly staffed reception desks one finds at 
hotels and inns on the mainland.  In almost every way, direct interaction with tourists 
is voluntarily kept at a minimum after work hours.  There is not much to explain 
about this behavior, given that many locals admit to simply preferring to spend their 
leisure time in the familiar company of family and friends as compared to tourists.  
They relate tourists with work, having to communicate in English (which requires 
some real effort because English is a language they do not use amongst themselves), 
and having to put on a ‘face’ to deal with tourists.  And because tourists roam the 
island freely, the only really private space left on the island exclusive of tourists, is 
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the home.  Deliberately segregating themselves from the tourists in their own private 
spaces is therefore the locals’ earnest attempt at relaxing and being at ease.   
 
Yet while the majority of locals choose to avoid tourists after work, there are a 
handful of locals who deliberately seek out tourists and others who find themselves 
unable to avoid tourists entirely.  Unlike the chalets and restaurants where interaction 
occurs while one is at work and the other at play (Crick, 1989), these encounters take 
place while both parties are simultaneously at play and in outer-region “borderzones” 
that are located clearly away from private spaces (homes).  Interactions that occurred 
within the chalets and restaurants were dominated by local control that emerged out of 
the needs to protect private spaces, the way of life and to maximize profits.  Since the 
jetties, beaches and bars are far from private spaces and not places where most locals 
earn a living, how different will tourist-local interactions be?      
 
7.1 Fair Play in the Outer Region “Borderzones” 
 
--- Contestations to Play at the Jetties & the Beaches 
 
Apart from serving its structural purpose for boat landings, the village jetty is 
also used by the locals as a recreational spot for hook fishing at night.  I routinely 
observed local men arrive at the jetty at about nine in the night after having had their 
dinners with their families.  They arrive individually with their rod and bait, take a 
spot along the railing edge of the jetty and begin to fish.  Usually a group of five or 
six men fish right next to one another.  They typically chat away in mellow voices, 
aware that any loud sound might scare away the fish and squid they hope to catch.  
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The men talk about everything; their day at work, the encounters they had with 
tourists, news about a neighbor’s plan to  upgrade his chalet, new business ideas, 
expectations of shipments from Mersing, and even about the candidates running for 
the federal elections on the mainland.  This is the time and place local men come to 
unwind and catch up with one another after a day of work, a place where they can 
enjoy the privacy and company of one another.  However, the jetty is a public 
structure.  More often than not, tourists also come to the jetty at night.  They usually 
arrive with cans of beer, tidbits and sometimes a pack of cards.  Like the local men, 
these tourists come to the jetty to enjoy the night with close companions.  Neither the 
tourists nor the locals plan on meeting the other at the jetty.  Both groups come with 
their own agenda, to be amongst themselves, and to be away from others. 
 
The presence of the tourists with their alcohol, loud chatter and laughter 
represent everything the local men had come to the jetty to be away from.  Their 
presence is a form of annoyance to the local men who desire peace and quiet for 
fishing and for relaxing.  But it is ultimately the loss of privacy that frustrates the 
locals who go to the jetty to socialize and to get away from tourists.  “Tak boleh 
tahan, [I can’t stand it] you know?  Morning see them, afternoon see them, now night 
time also see them”, is what Haku said to me when I asked him about encountering 
tourists during his fishing nights.  He explained that while it is annoying enough to 
have tourists come and scare the fish away, what really frustrates him is that these 
tourists come along and disrupt a peaceful night of hanging out.  Whenever he and his 
friends want to relax, they do not wish to be around tourists because they know that 
they are always being watched.  His discomfort at being subjected to the “tourist 
gaze” (Urry, 1990) is not uninformed, given his experience about where such scrutiny 
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usually led.  For example, he shared how certain encounters with tourists at the jetty 
sometimes ended up with him having to give an explanation about what they were 
doing and even giving lessons to the tourists on how to hook fish.  He shared that 
because some of these tourists were so sincere, friendly and not drinking any alcohol 
(Haku abstains from alcohol as part of his religious conviction), he felt it difficult to 
ignore entertaining their curiosities.  But what he had really wanted to do was to 
spend time talking to his friends and just being able to relax.  With tourists around, 
Haku and his friends had to ‘behave’ themselves and ‘entertain’ the tourists, speak in 
English, and come across as nice and accommodative.  It is tiring, annoying, and 
frustrating to do so at the end of the work day during one’s leisure time, because 
being accommodating to tourists is after all, work. 
 
 The beach is another space where unplanned encounters between tourists and 
locals sometimes occur.  These encounters usually occur during the day, and the 
interactions are usually between tourists and local children (since most of the adults 
are busy tending to their jobs and businesses during the day).  However, the frequency 
in which the two groups actually meet is low.  Local children attend school in the 
morning till lunch time at the local village or at kampong Tekek.  After that, many 
return to their homes where they work on their homework, household chores or help 
with the family business.  Even after they have completed their chores, many children 
prefer to watch television than to play at the beach.  It is only the occasional decision 
to play in the sea that local children run into tourists on the beach.  The meetings 
between the two are so rare that I only chanced upon two such encounters throughout 
my stay on the island. These encounters were mostly brief and characterized by the 
tourists’ unease and caution when interacting with the local children.  On both the 
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occasions, the tourists were observed to be withholding information about themselves, 
giving false names and inaccurate information.  Here is an excerpt from one of the 
encounters between a male British tourist named Wallace, traveling with his girlfriend 
Laurane, and some local children.  The three of us were sun tanning on Salang beach 
when four local children came up to us: 
 
 Children: What is your name? 
 Wallace: James. [This actually is his middle name] 
 Children: Where you come from? 
 Wallace: The UK. 
 Children: This your girlfriend? 
 Wallace: Sister. 
 Children: How long you stay here? 
 Wallace: Don’t know.   
 
Even before the actual exchange, Laurane had let out a sigh expressing her 
displeasure when we saw the children running towards us.  Throughout the brief 
encounter, Laurane remained silent, plugged in her ear phones, and totally ignored the 
local children.  This left Wallace and me responsible for dealing with the company.  
The children however, decided to engage Wallace instead of me.  His short hesitant 
responses, coupled with minimal eye contact as he continued looking into his book, 
were clear indications of his desire to be left alone.  His bogus replies too were not so 
much because he suspected or feared what the children could do with the information, 
but because he was generally annoyed and reluctant to interact with them.   
 
This particular unplanned encounter on the beach mirrors the scenario faced 
by the local men who fish at the jetty at night.  Much like the local men, Wallace and 
Laurane had craved for peace and quiet as they read and slept under the sun.  They 
wanted both time and space to themselves, and were certainly not looking for any 
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interaction with the locals.  And just like how the tourists occasionally came by the 
jetty and initiated interaction with the local men, the children had initiated and forced 
the tourists into an unwilling interaction.  From both encounters, it is clear that while 
‘at play’, no one wishes to be disrupted.  This situation is unique.  Unlike 
Boissevain’s (1989) account of the Mediterranean which noted that both tourists and 
locals play harmoniously with one another in the summer, there is conflict when 
tourists and locals both play on Tioman.       
 
At the jetty, the presence of the tourists (who are always at play) conflicts with 
the locals who have now switched from work to play.  The conflict arises because in 
asking the locals about fishing, the tourists force the ‘locals at play’ to assume their 
work roles of providing for and hosting tourists.  Similarly, when the tourists 
encounter local children at play, their own play is disrupted and in some cases, they 
are entirely forced out of play back into work as they are reminded of their adult 
responsibilities to care for and to indulge children.  Becoming tourists and 
momentarily indulging oneself in play like a child is the modern adult’s morally 
acceptable excuse for leaving behind responsibilities (Graburn, 1996:22-27).  Faced 
with children, the tourist adults are forced to snap out of play and into care giver roles 
of work.  At the jetties and beaches then, tourists and locals are observed to compete 
equally for their desires (of play) to be fulfilled.  The fulfillment of one group’s desire 
depends on the failure of the other group in achieving its desires.  Therefore to 
achieve successful play, one either has to successfully disrupt the play of the other, or 
successfully prevent against this disruption by others.  In this sense, there can be no 
harmony in tourist-local interactions in the outer region “borderzones” located away 
from private spaces as both tourists and locals struggle for the right to play. 
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7.2 Advantage in the Outer-Region “Borderzones” 
 
--- Tourist Advantage at the Jetties and the Beaches 
 
While the observed encounters at the jetty and the beach shared the elements 
of an ‘undesired interaction’ with the other, and ‘play disruption’ by the other, they 
differed in the way the party subjected to the disruption reacted.  Wallace and Laurane 
were uninhibited in expressing their desire to be left alone through their insincere and 
disinterested replies.  Haku on the other hand, kept his displeasure under wraps, and 
was hospitable and reciprocal in the interaction.  What is responsible for this bipolar 
reaction of the tourists and the locals when they were compelled to interact beyond 
their own desires to do so?  Why were the locals accommodating and the tourists not?        
 
One basic explanation to this observation can be derived from the fundamental 
assumption of power relations in the tourism dynamic.  This presupposes the local to 
be in a disadvantaged position, accommodating the tourist because he or she depends 
on the tourists to earn a living.  The tourist on the other hand, possesses economic 
assets and hence inherently possesses the upper hand in the relationship, able 
therefore to buy and command local accommodation and hospitality (Nash, 1977, 
1989).  This understanding of the tourist-local relationship therefore accounts for why 
the tourists were able to act with such indifference and insincerity towards the local 
children when they did not wish to interact with them.  Since the tourist did not 
initiate or ‘buy’ the interaction, he or she simply did not desire it.  Furthermore, 
tourists are not concerned with the repercussions of their actions.  They behave as 
they like even if it offends the locals because their temporal stay offers them 
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immunity against long term consequences (van den Berghe 1980:388).  The tourists 
simply had no reason to be accommodating. 
 
While the above explains tourist behavior, it cannot account for local behavior 
on Tioman.  This is because although largely dependent on tourism for economic 
subsistence, the local community does not display the signs of ‘neediness’ and 
‘dependence’ on tourism that translate into efforts to accommodate tourists beyond 
their desire.  On the contrary, it was discovered in the previous chapter that the locals 
are not ‘desperate for hire’ and will not simply ‘do anything for money’.  The 
existence of communal unity made up of local pride and optimism jointly guide the 
local people to behave in ways that at times directly subvert profit maximization and 
economic rationality, behavior that entirely contradicts a typical ‘needy’ and 
‘dependent’ local predisposition.  Therefore, rather than being forced into 
accommodating tourists against their will, Tioman locals choose to accommodate 
them for some other reasons.  Asking Haku why he had bothered to entertain the 
tourists and teach them to fish during his personal leisure time against his own 
desires, he admitted that he did so out of a moral obligation.  He felt that since the 
tourists appeared like nice folks who did not drink, were sincerely friendly and 
genuinely curious, there was no reason he could reject them.  Haku’s ‘duty’ to 
reciprocate the tourists’ friendly interaction is well entrenched in the community’s 
expectation and reciprocity of mutual respect.  If for instance the tourists had been 
drinking alcohol, behaving rudely or immodestly, Haku said he would not have 
hesitated in ignoring them (by claiming not to understand or speak English).  Haku 
and his peers ultimately still regarded tourists who behaved as respectful guests, as 
guests to their island home who lacked an understanding of the cultural and physical 
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landscapes, and who thus needed a local chaperone to decode and interpret the way of 
life of the local community for them.  They were willing to be this chaperone without 
any form of economic reimbursement, as long as the guests showed that they were 
appreciative of the effort.  Sharing a sentiment Tonni had mentioned earlier, Haku 
also confessed that he did not wish to project an unfriendly image of his people to the 
international audience of tourists.  The presence of affluent international tourists 
admiring Tioman is a source of pride for Haku and many locals (Boissevain, 1996:6).  
They are thus very proud of their island and community, and will go an extra mile to 
maintain and protect this image of their home.   
 
Therefore, the expectation of mutual respect and local pride, that once 
contributed to the local community’s successful establishment of control over the 
tourists and the “borderzones”, now works directly against them in the outer-region 
“borderzones”.  Because the tourist is able to coax the local out of play with mutual 
respect and the pride the local has for his home, and protect his own play from the 
disruption of locals through sheer indifference to the way they can respond, the tourist 
appears to be more successful at fulfilling their desires than the locals in these outer- 
region “borderzones”.   
 
7.3 Establishing Local Control in the Outer Region “Borderzone” 
 
--- The Power of Hospitality at the Beach 
Haku’s hospitality, derived from his moral obligation for reciprocating mutual 
respect and his desire to project a positive image of his people, have been shown in 
the previous section to act against the well being of the local in terms of achieving 
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successful play at the jetties and the beach.  While such hospitality is the reason why 
locals like Haku interact with tourists outside their work and without any form of 
material compensation, others from the community however, extend their friendliness 
and hospitality based on an entirely different set of values.  These individuals use 
hospitality and accommodation as a means to control tourists and reap ‘potential’ 
material rewards from them.  They strive to convert ‘altruistic’ hospitality into 
economic profits.  This is possible only because the locals understand the concepts of 
hospitality and reciprocity, and how these concepts are inseparable from each other.  
As Heal noted (1990:1),  
 
“The American usage ‘hospitality industry’ suggests an immediate paradox 
between generosity and the exploitation of the market place.  For modern 
Western man hospitality is preponderantly a private form of behavior, 
exercised as a matter of personal preference within a limited circle of 
friendship and connection.” 
   
At work, hospitality is a service exchanged in an economic transaction that both 
tourists and locals are familiar with.  Outside the realm of paid hospitality however, 
expectations and reciprocity become less clear, and some locals have even learnt to 
capitalize from this ambiguous situation.  Previous research shows that the provision 
of unpaid hospitality to tourists, places the locals in a relationship where they are in a 
position of control (Heal, 1990; Wood, 1994; Berno, 1999).  More specifically, the 
local has control over two things.  First, the local has full control over the degree and 
extent of hospitality he or she chooses to provide since it is not measured by any 
monetary amount.  Second, he or she has some control over how the hospitality is to 
be reciprocated.  The second occurs mainly because tourists are unsure about how to 
‘repay’ the local for his or her ‘generosity’ and are thus opened to suggestions.  This 
is best captured in my exchange with Izzam, a chalet manager at Air Batang: 
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Researcher: Bhang, thanks for helping me call Mersing [to reschedule my 
ferry]. 
 Izzam:  It’s ok, I help you today, tomorrow [if] need you help, you will  
help me… You are a good person, if I know you won’t help me 
I also won’t help you. 
 
A few days after he had helped me make a call to reschedule my ferry, Izzam came 
looking for me.  He asked me to help him buy some DVDs back for his chalet when I 
returned.  Instead of giving me money for it, he reminded me, “We help each other”. 
 
The provision of hospitality beyond economic exchange is therefore a ‘social 
exchange’.  It is not ‘free’.  Locals who realize the potential benefits from such social 
exchanges look out for opportunities to offer their hospitality to tourists in a bid to 
lock them in this relationship of social exchange.  Some even go so far as to prowl the 
village with the intention of offering tourists hospitality even when it is not needed: 
 
Ben: Some of the locals are really friendly [here]… I’m not sure how it is 
here, but in Jamaica, the local boys will grab your bags at the airport.  
They help carry them for you even if it’s just a tiny little bag, then they 
expect you to pay them for it. 
 
Ben, a tourist from Denmark, was referring to the local boys who had offered 
to give him a ride on their scooter as he walked to the jetty.  Not knowing if they were 
just being friendly or trying to work a tip out of the ride, Ben had passed on the offer.  
Tonni also warned me about such strategies used by some locals, “we are friendly, but 
we also must make money.  Nothing is free [emphasis]”.  He cautioned that such 
altruism is not impossible, however judgment must be exercised because there are 
dishonest individuals capable of offering favors as a means to earn a quick buck.  My 
experience with Izzam taught me that this strategy of using unpaid hospitality for 
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economic gains is dependent upon conscience.  In helping the tourist, the local puts 
the tourist in a moral debt he or she feels obligated to return.  It is a moral debt 
because not returning the generosity of the local results in some degree of personal 
guilt.  Yet it is precisely because this strategy is dependent upon the tourist’s 
conscience that it is not a fool proof plan.  As Izzam went on to complain:  
 
Izzam: You are a good person, if I know you won’t help me I also won’t help 
you… Some of the tourists are like that.  I help them to do this and 
that… I never charge them money.  Then [when] I ask them help me 
[with a] small thing, they also never.  
 
Although the tourist ultimately has the power to decide how to reciprocate (or 
not to reciprocate), I found the power of unpaid hospitality to be an extremely 
persuasive force.  Like Ben, I had experienced ‘local friendliness’ as well.  I was 
tanning on the beach reading some journals one day when a local man strolled up to 
me.  He handed me a bottle of locally concocted insect repellent, and told me to apply 
it because the beach was infested with sand flies.  He introduced himself as Thomas, 
and invited me over to the bar where he worked later that night for drinks.  He left me 
with the repellent and said I could return it to him later that night at the bar, which I 
did.  That night, I not only bought drinks from him, I also bought him two beers.  
Other tourists also seem to fall for this ‘trick’.  A few days after meeting Thomas, I 
was strolling through the village when I saw him lying in a hammock listening to 
music.  I greeted him and went on to have breakfast.  On my walk back, I observed 
Thomas approaching a group of sunbathers on the beach.  He was going to their 
rescue and offering them the same bottle of repellent I had returned him a few nights 
before.  That night, I went to the bar where Thomas worked and saw the same group 
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of sunbathers having drinks and chatting away.  After a having few drinks, I 
approached them: 
 
 Researcher: Hi, haven’t seen you guys around.  Just arrived at ABC? 
 Tourists: Yeah, we arrived yesterday actually.  But we were so tired from 
traveling that tonight’s our first night hanging out. 
 Researcher: Well, you did your research, you found the coolest bar around. 
 Tourists: Oh yeah, that guy [points to Thomas] actually told us about this 
   place.  We met him this afternoon at the beach.  Decent chap.
            
 
The tourists went on to describe how they met Thomas and it was no different from 
how I had met Thomas.  I realized then, that while Thomas was off work and resting 
in his hammock, he was looking out for opportunities to increase his profits from 
work.  From his location, he had a good view of the beach.  His rest gives way 
momentarily to work whenever tourists arrived at the beach to tan.  He would then 
approach them in the same manner he had approached me, and invite them to his bar 
on the pretext of returning him the repellent.     
 
The friendliness and hospitality of the local people on Tioman are on one hand 
a result of fulfilling moral obligations to tourists who exhibited mutual respect and 
sincerity, and on the other hand as a means to engage the tourists in a relationship of 
social exchange.  Tourists, who receive unpaid local hospitality, incur a moral debt 
that leaves them with a guilty conscience lest they not return the ‘generosity’.  While 
the decision to repay the kindness lies ultimately with the tourist, the local often tries 
to influence this decision by making simple requests that include personal favors and 
requests for patronage of the services they offer.  This form of ‘marketing’ sees the 
social exchange of hospitality turn seamlessly into an economic event.  It is an 
extremely effective tool for stimulating potential revenue because tourists on Tioman 
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regard non-economic (non-work) hospitality as a matter of personal goodwill.  They 
therefore feel less suspicious of local intentions (until they experienced getting 
‘ripped off’) when they are offered advice or help and in return reciprocate their 
gratitude through the most convenient means; patronizing their businesses.  The 
power in hospitality thus lies in the subtle but real influence it has over the spending 
choice of tourists.  As Izzam aptly summarized it, “I help you, you help me back, like 
this we are both happy.  This is life”.        
 
7.4 Equality at the Beach Bars 
 
--- Amicable & Romantic Tourist-Local Interactions 
 
Despite the legal and religious influence of Islam on the island, beach bars that 
serve alcoholic beverages have recently become common place on Tioman.  These 
watering holes are locally run, simple and rustic in décor, play music from various 
genres, and serve a wide selection of cheap alcoholic drinks.  Some bars even have 
large screens to project soccer matches, organize theme nights, and offer rock bottom 
Happy Hour drink prices.  In almost every way, the beach bars seem to capture the 
desires of the tourists, testimony of their large crowd in the bars across the island 
every night.  The beach bars however are not just the haunts of tourists.   
 
During my stay on Tioman, I noticed that a tiny minority of local men 
frequented the bars as well.  Most of them, like the tourists, went to the bars to hang 
out with friends or to look up friends who worked at the bars.  Some of them 
consumed alcohol while others drank only soda.  While the tourists and locals mostly 
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kept to themselves, there were occasions where they mingled over drinks.  Raman, a 
local dive operator from Juara for example, frequents the beach bar.  Every night he 
drinks and chats happily with tourists.  After joining him for a dive one morning, he 
invited me to join him up at the bar.  That evening, I discovered that Raman routinely 
invites his customers to the bar.  There, he shares with them about his dive 
experiences, some history about the island, and about his family in Holland (he is 
married to a Dutch woman).  To Raman, chatting with tourists over drinks is a 
preferred past time that he said kept him updated about worldly affairs and offered 
him greater relaxation than the village gossips he said dominates local conversations.  
The kind of interaction observed between Raman and his tourist divers differs from 
most of the other tourist-local interactions observed on Tioman.  They are 
characterized by amicable and sincere exchanges of personal stories and knowledge.  
As noted by through my observations on Tioman, this type of interaction between 
tourists and locals is uncommon.  Thus far in this research, tourist-local interactions 
have been marked by contestations of control, disruption of the other’s activities and 
other non-amiable behaviors.  The observation of congeniality at the bars is therefore 
an unusual discovery in the tourist-local interaction and relationship on Tioman. 
 
Such congeniality between Raman and his tourist divers can only be achieved 
when all parties recognize one another as equals.  Thus far, I have found this equality 
lacking in most tourist-local interactions.  At the chalets and restaurants, relations 
between the tourist and the local are never truly equal because the interaction takes 
place in a context where one is at work and the other at play (Crick, 1989), the tourists 
making demands and the locals having to fulfill them (or not).  Away from work, 
equality is more easily established when both are engaged in play (Boissevein, 
 122
1996:6).  This has been observed from the contestations and control displayed by both 
tourists and locals in different situations.  However, congenial interaction does not 
only depend on treating each other as equals.  There is the obstacle of cultural 
difference.  In some cases, cultural misunderstandings occur.  In Raman’s case, his 
familiarity with English and his experience and knowledge of ‘western culture’ (from 
his marriage) bridges this cultural divide with the tourists.  It is because of Raman’s 
ability and desire to connect and communicate with the tourists on their cultural terms 
that he mingles well with them.  Nevertheless, his success also derives from the fact 
that the tourists are willing to interact with Raman.  When tourists are unwilling to 
interact, they can choose to ignore the locals just like how Wallace and Laurane did 
with the local children on the beach.  Successful interaction thus requires both the 
tourist and the local to desire the encounter and to have the means to carry out the 
encounter successfully.  So why then do tourists want to interact with Raman, or the 
other locals at the beach bars?   
 
 Much like Raman, the locals with whom tourists interact with at the bars are 
dive guides, instructors, surfing exponents, jungle guides and turtle sanctuary care 
takers.  They are all ‘experts’ in their field, and have jobs that facilitate and educate 
tourists venturing into those fields.  They usually communicate well in English, as 
well as in other languages.  Although they often do not possess as much economic 
capital as chalet owners nor possess as much local knowledge as the elders, these 
‘experts’ possess specific types of knowledge capital valued by tourists.  Tourists with 
their freedom to choose over which services to buy, also have the power to determine 
which services, skills and knowledge are useful to them, and worth deference.  
Raman’s predisposition as a scuba diving instructor and his competent display of his 
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skills and knowledge of the sea makes him a valuable resource to tourists who are 
keen to explore Tioman’s reefs or becoming better divers.  Because his knowledge 
and experience is relevant to them, he becomes some sort of an authority to be 
respected, depended on and looked upon for guidance in the sport.  This is true as well 
for other ‘experts’ and the tourists they interact with; the surfing exponent with 
novices to the sport, the turtle sanctuary guide with students of biology and 
conservation, and so forth.     
 
 The consequence of such frequent and intense interactions throughout the day, 
first at work then at play, have resulted in the local ‘experts’ coming to share much of 
the ‘tourist culture’ of consumption, expression and outlook.  Many have thus become 
somewhat ‘culture brokers’ who straddle the in-betweens of the local culture and the 
tourist culture (Brown, 1992), making them more recognizable, intelligible and 
communicable to the tourists.  This contributes in narrowing the cultural distance 
between the tourist and the local, and makes it possible and easier for tourists and 
locals who wish to interact with each other to interact congenially and successfully. 
 
 The congeniality and equality between tourists and local ‘experts’ are 
sometimes so successfully achieved that intimacy develops between tourist women 
and local men.  While most tourist women do not travel to Tioman looking for “beach 
boys” to live out sexual fantasies with (Phillips, 2002), they are also usually not 
expecting a romance with traditional local Malay men because of religious and 
cultural differences.  However, these ‘experts’ sometimes project themselves as 
having dreams and ideas, and a lifestyle that is regarded as at once novel and 
attractive to the tourists.  Furthermore, most of these ‘experts’ have guided the tourist 
 124
women through their activities in the day, some of the activities being extremely 
nerve wrecking and challenging to the women, and in doing so also impressed upon 
the women leadership, expertise, masculinity and dependability.  Speaking to one 
tourist, she admitted that she was smitten by her dive guide because he was physically 
young and strong, spoke good English, and was able to discuss issues she never 
thought the locals were capable of doing.  She was particularly attracted to his “free 
spirit” and “a soul in touch with nature”, and his “love, passion and concern for the 
environment”.  This enchantment with the exotic other, free from the clutches of 
modern capitalistic tyranny and in touch with nature, is commonplace among tourists 
who, just as Cohen and Taylor (1992:46) noted, embark on their travels as a deliberate 
form of escape from the temporal structures of modern life.  The vastly different 
perceptions and way of life that these local men have in comparison to the men back 
in the tourists’ homes, therefore present a refreshing and attractive alternative that is 
reinforced by the “enchanting surroundings” of white sand and clear waters (Tucker, 
2005:193).   
 
 It is not only tourist women who find local men attractive.  Many local men 
also find tourists women attractive.  They have seen the women in their holiday best, 
dressed in bikinis and enjoying their activities in their happy, chirpy and adventurous 
moods.  As compared to local women who seem very somber fully covered up in 
clothes and busy at work, the tourist women appear extremely alluring.  Mickey, a 
local dive master at Salang, told me: 
 
“The women, most of them are from UK, they are friendly and beautiful.  
Look at our local women, they are so boring.  They do not want to try new 
business idea or try new adventure.  Last time my girlfriend, she don’t want to 
try diving, even if I bring her for free!  This is my job, but she got no interest 
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to see what I am doing...  They just want to get married and have children.  
Maybe when I am older, I will marry a local girl.  But now I am still young.  
Maybe I can get lucky.” 
 
      (Mickey, Dive Master, Salang) 
  
Just like how tourist women find local men exotic, free, and different, these men 
regard tourist women as more adventurous, exciting and enterprising than the local 
women.  They consider these distinctively foreign attitudes about tourists attractive.  
Furthermore, there is a stereotype that white tourist women traveling alone or in the 
company of other women are more sexually liberated.  This ethnic label and tourist 
stereotype, increases the incentives for the local men to try and seduce female tourists.  
The terms “lucky-lucky” or “lucky” as used by Mickey carries two meanings.  
Mickey keeps his options open and chooses not to marry a local at the moment 
because he hopes to be lucky enough to meet a tourist with whom he feels he has 
more in common with than the local women.  Even if he does not meet someone with 
whom he can have a serious relationship, he hopes to at least be lucky enough meet a 
tourist woman with whom to have a sexual relationship.  He expressed that his parents 
neither approve of him having relationships with tourist women nor of him drinking 
alcohol (and basically any behavior unbecoming of a Muslim), but claim that they 
understand that things and times are changing.  They also saw the financial 
practicalities of having a tourist woman in the family.  As such, Mickey feels that he 
has nothing to lose trying to hook up with foreign women, and goes to the extent of 
offering his hospitality on the Coach Surfing network (an internationally listed web 
based service that connects people from all over the world searching for local 
hospitality and accommodation).  The liminal nature of the tourist women and the 
local men’s desire either for short term flings or long term relationships, therefore 
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encourage a sense of romantic and sexual freedom between tourists and guides on the 
island. 
 
 Consequently, many of the relationships that actually do occur between tourist 
women and local men are short term flings.  The women mostly have no interest in 
anything more than a momentary fling to add fun and excitement to their holiday.  
Getting serious adds potential complications which they are glad to do without.  
However, long term relationships still do occur.  Mickey for instance shared that he 
has been seeing a Chinese girl from Singapore for over a year.  They exchange emails 
and she visits him over some weekends while he goes to see her in Singapore when 
Tioman’s dive season closes.  Another waterfall trekking guide has a girlfriend in 
Hong Kong.  Personal anecdotes of these local men also reveal the attractive 
possibilities of having their wealthier partners invest in a local business with them.  
Once the relationship is stable, discussions on future plans usually proceed with the 
men expressing their desire for their partner to invest, as Mickey had shared: 
 
“She ask me to go to Singapore to live with her.  But I say this is my home, 
and ask her to use some of her money so together, we can open a dive shop 
here.  We are surrounded by so much nature.  This business can work.  We 
start small, one shop, some equipment, and one small boat.  I know how to run 
a dive shop, and how to fix the things.  I can do most work, and she can help 
with the booking and the internet.  We can make money here, now and in the 
future.  Then next time, we can make a bar next to the dive shop.”       
 
     (Mickey, Dive Master, Salang) 
 
Rather than relocate themselves, the men prefer to remain on Tioman.  Many regard 
the island as their home, see the potential of Tioman as an ideal site for starting their 
own business, and have faith that they can succeed.  They recognize the privileges 
they have as locals of the island, which include the right to own land and having both 
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a support network and a good knowledge about how things work there.  These will all 
be lost the moment they uproot to start out somewhere else.  The men have the 
experience and the network needed to run a business on Tioman, but what they lack is 
financial capital.  While some are in the possession of family land which they can use 
to house their operations, they still require a financial capital for building materials 
and business supplies.  As such, they pragmatically request their partners to relocate 
and to join them in business on the island.   
 
In Raman’s case, his wife injected funds into his existing dive shop and 
expanded it to include a small restaurant.  She however remains in Holland with her 
children which they both agreed to be the better arrangement for them financially as a 
family, and for their children to have an education.  Some local families feel that this 
is the best arrangement if a local and a tourist should get married.  A long distance 
relationship with the spouse overseas eases the suspicion that the tourist woman 
married the local for his land.  This is especially true if the partner is Chinese.  Local 
stereotypes hold the Chinese to be ambitious and capable of competing for the family 
business and the valuable land that local families are keen to retain and protect.  Thus 
while the inclusion of tourist women into the local family can increase existing 
wealth, it can also be potentially disastrous.  As a result, proposing that the partner 
injects funds into the island is also a precautionary measure taken by the local 
community to protect itself against outsiders hoping to cheat the locals of their land.    
 
 Presently, there are numerous successful joint business ventures between 
locals and tourists.   This has led to the belief that when financial capital is lacking, 
the solution is to get involved with a tourist and have him or her invest in the 
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business.  While I was staying at a chalet in Kampong Juara, the owners, an example 
of a serious relationship turned joint venture between a local Malay woman and an 
Australian man, kept trying to match make me with their niece.  Over my weeklong 
stay at their chalet, John, the Australian tourist turned local, constantly shared with me 
about his decision to settle on Tioman, and how this single decision was the best 
decision he has ever made in his life.  He would talk about future plans of expanding 
the chalet compound to increase the number of rooms, buying new surf boards for 
rental, and putting together a “Surf Tioman Weekend Package” to be marketed in 
Singapore and Malaysia.  He would lament about the need for more financial capital 
to make all these changes before the real profits would start rolling in, and about how 
difficult and ineffective it would be applying for a loan from the Malaysian banks.  
This would follow with him asking me whether or not I found his niece attractive, and 
then casually pop in the remarks, “she’s about the right age to find a man, mate”, “the 
local boys here are just lazy bums, just look at Adam [his son from his wife’s first 
marriage]”.  If I had read the situation correctly, these particular conversation topics I 
had with John, about his decision to settle on Tioman and his dreams of building up 
his chalet, deliberately occurred as  propaganda about ‘paradise Tioman’ and geared 






















The primary objective of this thesis is to understand how the local community 
of Pulau Tioman lives with tourism.  This particular angle of inquiry is important 
because there has been a lack of social understanding about the island and its 
inhabitants despite the contemporary issues and realities of tourism facing them today.  
It is also crucial that an attempt be made to understand how this community lives with 
tourism in order to contribute to the wider understanding of how societies and tourism 
are mutually constitutive. 
 
In focusing how Tioman’s local community lives with tourism, this study has 
sought to understand the “touristification” of the local community, in the sense of how 
it has evolved to coexist with tourism (Picard, 1996:8).  It has been discovered that 
such “touristification” leads to the emergence of “new cultural forms” that are unique 
to the context within which they are born (Tucker, 2003:1).  On Tioman, these “new 
cultural forms” include specific strategies of controlling tourists and the spaces in 
which the cross cultural interactions take place rather than actual tangible products.  
These cultural forms are new because they emerged in response to the recent mass 
influx of tourists that has created a scenario where all spaces except the homes of 
locals have become shared spaces between tourists and locals.  This means that while 
some tourist-local interactions take place in outer-region borderzones located far away 
from private spaces, a considerable amount of interactions also occur within 
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borderzones right next to private spaces.  This proximity is uncomfortably close and 
sometimes dangerous for the locals because interactions and behaviors in the 
borderzones are always unpredictable and constantly experimental (Bruner, 2005; 
Causey, 2003).   
 
In order to protect themselves, the locals have devised strategies to control the 
borderzones.  Locals screen tourists, stereotype and categorize them as a means to 
anticipate how to control them in order to reap maximum rewards with minimal 
trouble.  Tourists who fail this screening are denied access into the space.  Mutual 
respect is also demanded from tourists who enter the borderzones to interact, and 
those who fail to exercise mutual respect become the subject of local mockery and 
face expulsion from the space.  In other cases, hospitality is strategically employed by 
the locals to influence tourists over how they should behave.  These strategies have all 
become so ingrained in the daily routines of the local community that they provide 
material for the development of personal biographies and narratives, as well as for 
communal bonding.  However, this thesis has also discovered that tourists are not 
entirely victims of local control.  In some spaces, they manage to wrest control from 
the locals and subject them to their desires instead.   
 
Yet while tourist-local interactions have mostly been characterized by the 
struggles to control one another, instances of harmonious interaction have also been 
observed.  New social arrangements, like romantic relationships and marriages 
between locals and foreigners are results of such harmonious encounters.  These 
tourist-local relationships have become more common on Tioman, and to a certain 
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extent are being used by local families to increase the amount of capital available for 
business investments. 
 
This thesis has therefore revealed the various strategies of control as “new 
cultural forms” that have emerged as a result of tourist-local interactions on Tioman.  
These new cultural forms have enabled the local community to benefit from tourism 
while maintaining control of the undesirable features of the phenomenon.  In order to 
continue harnessing the benefits of tourism, it is essential that the local community 
continues to devise new strategies or alter existing ones to keep up with the changing 
demands of the global phenomenon and the tourists who visit the island.  With the 
various plans to construct bigger and larger tourist infrastructure on the island, there 
are bound to be changes in tourist arrivals and the types of tourists coming to the 
island in the future.  Already, half of Tioman is said to be visited by mass tourists 
while the other half “new tourists” (Mowforth and Munt, 2003).  More research, 
particularly ethnographically driven longitudinal studies can therefore benefit and 
contribute to the existing knowledge generated by this thesis, in providing continual 
understanding of the changing social-scape of Pulau Tioman.  Such research can track 
changes and the new cultural forms that will emerge over time, and provide adequate 
social documentation of a community much lacking in any form of recent (post World 
War II) recorded history.     
 
 Future research can also shift attention away from the local community and 
focus instead on to the tourists visiting the island.  Inevitably, I recognize that this 
thesis has been written upon privileging the local community with a great degree of 
agency, in the sense of successfully devising strategies and measures to control 
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“borderzones” and tourists.  By shifting away from the question of how the local 
community extracts the benefits from tourism (and tourists), a focus on the island’s 
tourists, specifically about what tourists seek out on Tioman and how they go about 
doing so in relation to the local community, greatly complements this thesis by 
acknowledging that not all tourists will submit themselves passively to the control of 
locals.  This in turn effectively contributes to a more holistic understanding of the 
tourism dynamics within a geo-spatial context that can be used in other comparative 
studies. 
 
 More immediate research can also be undertaken to compare the strategies of 
control discovered in this thesis with those found in other destinations to determine if 
the methods discovered here are contextually unique or universally adopted across 
cultures and national boundaries.  Already, the research here has seen variations of 
“covert resistance” (Boissevain, 1996; Bowman, 1989) in the way locals deal with 
tourists.    
 
Pulau Tioman is therefore not just an island with interesting ecology and 
biology.  It should be remembered that a social dimension of the island exists, one 
that is about a local community living with tourism, and one that should continue to 
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Table 1.1a Demographic profiles of Tioman’s Tourists 
 Frequency Percentage 
% 
Notes 
Gender Male 69 65.1  
Female 37 34.9 
Total 106 100.0 




Mean Age: 26.8 
 
21-25 44 41.6 
26-30 31 29.4 
31-35 19 17.9 
≥ 36 4 3.7 
Total 106 100.0 
Education 
level 
Post Graduate Degree 2 1.9  
Professional Qualification 13 12.3 
Degree 31 29.2 
Pursuing Degree 21 19.8 
Diploma 19 17.9 
Pursuing Diploma 13 12.3 
Others (High School, Junior 





Total 106 100 
Region Europe 26 24.5  
Americas 2 1.9 
Middle East 4 3.7 
Australasia 7 6.6 
East Asia 32 30.2 
South East Asia 35 33.1 
Total 106 100.0 
Nationality UK 14 13.3  
Scandinavia 7 6.6 
Germany 4 3.7 
Holland 1 1 
USA 2 1.9 
UAE 4 3.7 
Australia 3 2.8 
New Zealand 4 3.7 
South Korea 14 13.3 
Japan 5 4.7 
China 13 12.3 
Malaysia 15 14.1 
Singapore 20 18.9 







Table 1.1b Demographic profiles of Tioman’s Tourists 





Alone 5 4.6  
With friends 57 53.8 
With family 32 30.2 
With friends and family 12 11.4 
Total 106 100 
Travel 
itinerary 







Plan along the way 15 14.2 
Total 106 100 
Travel 
destination 
Tioman only 40 37.7  
Tioman & Malaysia only - - 
Malaysia & other countries 66 62.3 
Total 106 100 
Where on 
Tioman  
Paya 27 25.5  
Genting 18 17.0 
Salang 22 20.7 
Ayer Batang (ABC) 13 12.3 
Tekek 17 16.0 
Nipah - - 
Mukut - - 
Juara 9 8.5 




1 - 2 nights 68 64.2  
* 1 respondent 
indicated his 
length of stay as 
“indefinite”. 
3 – 4 nights 19 17.9 
5 – 6 nights 12 11.4 
1 – 2 weeks 3 2.8 
≥ 2 weeks 4* 3.7 




Culture & community 19 8.8 Respondents were 
allowed to 





tourists who came 
because it was 
part of their tour 
package. 
Nature & environment 51 23.5 
Shopping 4 1.8 
Relax (no agenda) 19 8.8 
Sea sports (scuba, fishing, 
snorkeling, surfing, boating) 
62 28.5 
Interior activities (jungle 
trekking, climbing, walks) 
33 15.2 
Golf - - 
Others * 29 13.4 
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Total 217 100 
No. of times 
been to 
Tioman 
1st time 86 81.1  
2nd time 14 13.2 
≥ 3 times 6 5.7 






Table 1.2a Demographic profiles of Tourists in this study (Salang, Air Batang, Juara) 







Gender Male 69 34 65.1 77.3  
Female 37 10 34.9 22.7 
Total 106 44 100 100 
Age ≤ 20 8 5 7.4 11.4 Youngest: 
13  
/ 18 




 / 21.1 
21-25 44 25 41.6 56.8 
26-30 31 7 29.4 15.9 
31-35 19 4 17.9 9.1 
≥ 36 4 3 3.7 6.8 
Total 106 44 100 100 
Education 
level 
Post Grad. Degree 2 - 1.9 -  
Professional Quali. 13 3 12.3 6.8 
Degree 31 21 29.2 47.7 
Pursuing Degree 21 9 19.8 20.5 
Diploma 19 7 17.9 15.9 
Pursuing Diploma 13 - 12.3 - 
Others (High 
School, Junior 






Total 106 44 100 100 
Region Europe 26 20 24.5 45.5  
Americas 2 2 1.9 4.5 
Middle East 4 - 3.7 - 
Australasia 7 2 6.6 4.5 
East Asia 32 2 30.2 4.5 
South East Asia 35 18 33.1 41.0 
Total 106 44 100 100 
Nationality UK 14 12 13.3 27.3  
Scandinavia 7 5 6.6 11.4 
Germany 4 2 3.7 4.5 
Holland 1 1 1 2.3 
USA 2 2 1.9 4.5 
UAE 4 - 3.7 - 
Australia 3 2 2.8 4.5 
New Zealand 4 - 3.7 - 
South Korea 14 - 13.3 - 
Japan 5 2 4.7 4.5 
China 13 - 12.3 - 
Malaysia 15 18 14.1 41.0 
Singapore 20 - 18.9 - 




Table 1.2b Demographic profiles of Tourists in this study (Salang, Air Batang, Juara) 









Alone 5 1 4.6 2.3  
With friends 57 43 53.8 97.7 
With family 32 - 30.2 - 
With friends and 
family 
12 - 11.4 - 
Total 106 44 100 100 
Travel 
itinerary 
Part of group tour 55 - 51.9 -  
Self-planned with 
fixed itinerary 
17 18 16 41.0 
Self-planned with 
flexible itinerary 
19 19 17.9 43.1 
Plan along the 
way 
15 7 14.2 15.9 
Total 106 44 100 100 
Travel 
destination 
Tioman only 40 18 37.7 41.0  
Tioman & 
Malaysia only 
- - - - 
Malaysia & other 
countries 
66 26 62.3 59.0 











3 – 4 nights 19 14 17.9 31.8 
5 – 6 nights 12 3 11.4 6.8 
1 – 2 weeks 3 3 2.8 6.8 
≥ 2 weeks 4* 4* 3.7 9.1 























51 44 23.5 33.1 
Shopping 4 - 1.8 - 
Relax (no 
agenda) 
19 3 8.8 2.3 








33 30 15.2 22.5 
Golf - - - - 
Others * 29 - 13.4 - 





1st time 86 29 81.1 65.9  
2nd time 14 9 13.2 20.5 
≥ 3 times 6 6 5.7 13.6 
Total 106 44 100 100 
 
 
 
